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PREFACE

There are  .  .  .  things which a man is afraid to tell even to himself, 

and every decent man has a number of such things stored away in 

his mind.

—Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Notes from the Underground

Becoming conscious is of course a sacrilege against nature; it is as 

though you had robbed the unconscious of something.

—Carl G. Jung

“Know thyself?” If I knew myself, I’d run away.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Man stands in his own shadow and wonders why it’s dark.

—Zen proverb

There’s a Zen story about a martial arts student who went to his 

teacher and said, “I have committed myself to master your martial 

system. How long will it take me to succeed?” The teacher’s 

response was, “Ten years.” Impatiently, the student countered, 

“But that’s far too slow. I want to succeed much sooner. I’ll work 

very hard. I’ll dedicate myself to practicing however many hours 

it takes each day. How long will mastery take when I make that 

xiii
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kind of effort?” The teacher thought for a moment, and then 

replied, “Twenty years.”

Obviously, the teacher is trying to tell the student that he needs 

to learn patience before proceeding any further. He’s saying, Go 

slowly to go fast! Certain kinds of learning can’t be rushed; they 

have to be approached one step at a time. This is particularly true 

of becoming more emotionally attuned. To acquire this kind of 

knowledge, there are two secrets. The fi rst is to have patience; the 

second is to be patient! Acquiring higher emotional intelligence—

that is, gaining a better understanding of the psychodynamics of 

human behavior—is never instantaneous. Becoming more psycho-

logically minded requires not only time, but also persistence. 

Patience and persistence can move mountains. They are the keys 

to becoming more emotionally astute.

What differentiates the great companies of this world from the 

merely average ones is the level of emotional intelligence (EQ) 

among their employees. In our post-industrial knowledge-based 

society, companies populated with high-EQ personnel have the 

best shot at creativity and innovation. In such companies, state-

ments like “People are our greatest asset” and “Our capital leaves 

the workplace every evening” are more than empty slogans; they 

are credos with real meaning. Executives who run such companies 

value their people and see them as much more than interchange-

able commodities. Realizing that considerable corporate knowl-

edge and wisdom reside in the gray matter of their employees, 

they view the selection, development, and retention of talent as a 

source of competitive advantage, they consider leadership develop-

ment a core competence, and they make a valiant effort to keep 

their employees motivated.

I have devoted my working life to helping people create emo-

tionally intelligent organizations. I have taken many different 

routes to make this dream a reality. As a management professor, 

consultant, leadership coach, psychotherapist, and psychoanalyst, I 

have had many corporate leaders “on the couch,” literally and 
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fi guratively. My in-depth interactions with these executives have 

given me a rare glimpse into the inner world of leaders, revealing 

the interplay of personality and environment and unveiling the 

process of personal and organizational change.

In taking this road less traveled, I have noted a clear and com-

pelling connection between the personal objectives of the organi-

zation’s power holders and the objectives of the organization itself. 

The intrapsychic themes of the CEO often dictate the structure 

or priorities of the organization. This linkage comes about because 

we are what we think. In other words, all that we are arises with 

our thoughts; with our thoughts, we make our world. Perception 

carries so much weight that objectivity is nothing more than 

masked subjectivity. Thus many management theories that explain 

how people make decisions in organizations are inadequate over-

simplifi cations. In fact, the apparently rational explanations for 

certain decisions often turn out to be fi ction, rationalizations made 

after the fact to explain how intrapsychic themes were translated 

into external reality.

In my role as a management consultant to executive boards, I 

have often been quite successful at creating high-performance 

teams and high-performance organizations. When I began to work 

with executive boards, however, I discovered that many executive 

teams are what I call “unnatural acts.” Though they come together 

to make serious decisions affecting the future of the organization 

and its people, they engage in ritualistic activities that center on 

political gamesmanship and posturing rather than substance. The 

“barons” of the various business entities—the heads of marketing 

and new-product development, for example—are so busy defend-

ing their respective fi efdoms that true confl ict resolution doesn’t 

occur. Other, more intangible factors seem to take over as execu-

tives circle around “undiscussables.” While a six hundred pound 

gorilla sits on the table, smelling up the place, the senior executive 

group squanders an incredible amount of energy ignoring its pres-

ence. Far too often, it has to be “high noon” (or beyond) before 
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corporate leaders are prepared to deal with the real issues. In many 

instances, as an outside consultant, I have taken it upon myself to 

nudge an executive team to grapple with their own particular 

undiscussables. In taking on that role, I have come to understand 

the meaning of the saying, “Fish start to smell from the head.”

As in my consultant work, in my role as an educator I have 

gone to great lengths to create more emotionally intelligent stu-

dents. I have made this effort not only in working with MBAs but 

also in working with executives. The two transformational pro-

grams that I run at INSEAD, “The Challenge of Leadership: 

Creating Refl ective Leaders” and “Consulting and Coaching for 

Change,” have been instrumental in accomplishing these goals. 

In particular, the top management program “The Challenge of 

Leadership” has been a great human “laboratory,” encouraging and 

promoting mindset change among participants.

I have a dream as an educator dedicated to helping people 

engage in transformational journeys. This dream goes as follows: 

If I can increase the EQ level of the approximately twenty people 

who usually are enrolled in this program at any one time, perhaps 

I can have a positive effect on the 100,000 or more people for 

whom they are responsible. I would like to think that I can help 

make their organizations more effective and more humane. Too 

many organizations possess “gulag” qualities that prevent the 

human spirit from self-actualizing.

This book is a manifesto espousing my belief, and that of my 

colleagues at the INSEAD Global Leadership Center, in high-EQ 

organizations. It is a natural sequence to a previous book of mine: 

The Leadership Mystique. The difference is that this new book, in 

introducing the clinical approach to individual and organizational 

intervention, is more conceptual. It takes a much deeper look at 

personality prototypes; it introduces a well-tried methodology to 

help executives change behavior patterns; it deals with leadership 

coaching; it concerns team building; and it explores system-wide 

change strategies in organizations.
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Like The Leadership Mystique, Leaders on the Couch is a manifesto 

in favor of organizations where people are authentic and feel truly 

alive, where they understand what they’re doing and why, and 

what the consequences will be. It’s a manifesto arguing for more 

refl ective, emotionally intelligent executives, and it offers valuable 

tools toward that end: for example, it gives executives a new lens 

through which to look at people and concepts—a lens that makes 

unusual behavior (in self and others) more understandable. Far too 

many executives engage in “manic” behavior, running and doing 

all the time, forgetting why they go to work each day. Uncertain 

what they want, they’re nonetheless willing to kill themselves to 

get it. While it may be true that the really idle person doesn’t get 

anywhere, the perpetually busy person has the same problem. My 

hope is that this book will be helpful to executives, consultants, 

and leadership coaches, teaching them to peel back the layers of 

self-deception to reveal how inner personality—largely hard-wired 

since early childhood—affects the way we lead and manage 

others.

For many years I have been intrigued by Zen stories. Actually, 

acquiring emotional intelligence and becoming a Zen master are 

learning processes that have many aspects in common. Both Zen 

and psychoanalysis are disciplines of attention, conferring on suc-

cessful adherents a profound change in mindset. Both disciplines 

aim for self-discovery, self-understanding, and the possession of 

peace with oneself. Psychoanalysis explores the unconscious mean-

ings, desires, and feelings of individuals with the goal of making 

them feel more creative and alive. The purpose of Zen is to make 

people fully aware of life as it’s actually lived. Zen deals with the 

capacity to awaken the mind and clarify consciousness. Just as 

psychological insights can be attained by everyone who makes the 

effort, Zen teaches that everyone can acquire the Buddha-nature; 

in other words, everyone has the potential to achieve spiritual 

enlightenment. Because of ignorance, however, most of us make 

too little use of this potential.
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Disciples of Zen argue that people’s innate capacity to become 

more insightful about themselves and the world around them is best 

awakened not just by the study of scriptures, the doing of good 

deeds, the practice of rites and ceremonies, and the worship of 

images, but also by a sudden breaking through of the boundaries of 

common, everyday, logical thought. People have to learn how to 

cope with paradoxical situations to arrive at a new understanding. 

To quote Pablo Picasso, “Every act of creation is fi rst of all an act 

of destruction.” Thus the paradoxical statements—the riddles, if 

you will—embedded in koans (Zen stories inaccessible to rational 

understanding) help Zen disciples progress on the spiritual journey 

toward enlightenment. Many disciples fi nd the journey more 

rewarding when undertaken with the help of a master. This method 

of assisted self-discovery is very similar to the dynamics of leadership 

coaching, psychoanalysis, or psychotherapy. In these methodologies, 

the psychoanalyst, psychotherapist, or leadership coach takes on the 

role of “master,” offering spiritual guidance. Like the quest for 

greater EQ, the Zen form of enlightenment can’t be forced; rather, 

it’s a form of slow and silent illumination. And practitioners of Zen 

and psychoanalysis are never completely satisfi ed with the results of 

their approach. The journey is always indeterminate.

Tapping into the parallels between the process of acquiring 

emotional intelligence and the journey toward spiritual enlighten-

ment, I have chosen to begin each of the chapters of this book 

with a Zen story. Allow the paradox of each koan to help you 

discern the leadership message presented in each chapter. As you 

attempt to move toward increased self-awareness and emotional 

intelligence, this book will serve as your “master.”

Many of these chapters started as articles and working papers 

in which I explored the clinical orientation to organizational 

analysis. Many of the papers were fi rst presented to executives 

taking the “Challenge of Leadership” seminar. This intensive 

executive program has been a good testing ground for my ideas. 

Many of the papers had their origin in knotty, paradoxical 
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questions from executives to which I couldn’t give an immediate 

answer—questions that haunted me until I arrived at what seemed 

like plausible answers. These original papers have been reworked 

and integrated to help the reader better understand the advantages 

of using the clinical perspective for the purpose of organizational 

sense-making.

The main theme of this book, weaving through all the pages, 

is changing people and organizations. The text starts with an 

introduction describing the clinical approach to organizational 

analysis. The body of the book then follows, divided into three 

parts.

Part One (“Entering the Inner Theater of Leaders”) describes 

various personality prototypes that can be found in the workplace 

and focuses on personality functioning and its consequences in 

organizational life. To the extent that executives understand why 

people do what they do, how the shadow side of human behavior 

manifests itself at work, and how people with different personality 

styles relate to each other, they can foster creativity and cooper-

ation among their colleagues and subordinates. The personality 

prototypes presented in Chapters 2 through 5—useful despite the 

generalizations that labeling relies on—are tools to help readers 

become more astute in understanding and helping people. Chapter 

6 looks at the contagiousness of emotion in the organizational 

setting, focusing on the issue of charismatic leadership in the 

context of the psy chology of elation. Chapter 7 addresses the ques-

tion of neurotic imposture—that is, feeling like a fake in the face 

of proven competence—a common response among executives.

Part Two (“Changing Mindsets”) focuses on the educational 

“technology” needed to change the mindset of executives. This 

section discusses methods of intervention that can lead to trans-

formational change. Chapters 8 and 9 explore a highly effective 

leadership intervention technique that involves creating a safe, 

transitional space to foster new learning—creating what we might 

call a “learning community”—with a detailed example showing 
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how such a change process can be successful. Chapter 10 deals with 

leadership coaching in general and discusses various leadership 

coaching techniques. Chapter 11 addresses group leadership coach-

ing, a technique that has proved to be highly effective in making 

true change a reality in “natural” working groups or executive 

teams.

Part Three (“Understanding the Psychodynamics of Groups 

and Organizations”) deals with the question of system-wide clini-

cal intervention in organizations. Chapter 12 places the psychology 

of small and large groups under the microscope, looking at group 

behavior, social defenses, the concept of the organizational ideal, 

and the “neurotic” (or dysfunctional) organization. The purpose 

of this chapter is to help the reader better understand the role 

of systemic organizational dysfunctionality. Chapter 13 presents 

a leadership/organizational “audit” and explores the possibility 

of clinical organizational interventions via a change agent or 

clinically informed organizational consultant. The fi nal chapter 

(Chapter 14) explores the question of human authenticity, weigh-

ing the implications of presenting a true versus a false self, and 

discusses the creation of authentizotic organizations, places of work 

where people feel alive and are called to give their best.

Why is it worth an executive’s time to read about all these 

issues? Because people around the world complain that there’s a 

great discrepancy between what their leaders say and what their 

leaders do, and that discrepancy is grounded in leaders’ lack of 

awareness of their own psychological drivers and mood states—

their “inner theater” (a subject that will be addressed in greater 

detail in the next chapter). That unawareness makes them prisoners 

of hidden forces that dictate their decisions and their behavior. 

Leaders and followers alike will continue to send mixed and con-

fusing messages as long as they are unaware of the content of their 

inner theater.

Readers should be forewarned that uncovering these uncon-

scious patterns can be uncomfortable, anxiety-provoking, and even 
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disorienting. Going one step further and changing the script in 

one’s inner theater is even more formidable. Those who are in 

situations of personal trauma are typically more willing than the 

complacent to unlock their inner theater, because the pain of not 

doing so appears to be worse than the pain of facing their inner 

truth. Thus preparedness for change differs by individual, with 

power often being the determining factor. People in positions of 

power are much more likely than their subordinates to fi nd excuses 

not to engage in personal work that’s emotionally painful. The 

fact that leaders can easily infl ict their inadequacies on others, 

blaming them for lack of performance and poor communication, 

makes such an avoidance strategy even more likely. People lower 

in the power fi rmament have fewer opportunities to bestow blame; 

for them, scapegoating isn’t an easy option.

The reluctance of leaders to take a hard look at themselves is 

supported by the societal myth that leadership is a rational endeavor. 

Unfortunately, this denial of psychological reality encourages 

leaders to go on sending mixed messages, practicing inappropriate 

behavior, and blaming external factors for their mistakes rather 

than taking personal responsibility. To be truly effective, leaders 

need to preserve a hold on reality; they need to see things as they 

really are, avoiding the intense pressure from subordinates to reside 

in a hall of mirrors. In some cases this means being willing to rely 

on professional support and expertise in uncovering psychological 

drivers and making the personal shifts necessary for leadership 

excellence. In all cases it means accepting that such a process takes 

time. But that time is well spent: raising one’s personal awareness 

and learning how to make the most of strengths and minimize 

weaknesses is in fact an act of self-sacrifi ce, done not just for per-

sonal gratifi cation but also for the good of one’s co-workers and 

of the organization.

Despite the well-documented benefi ts to the organization of 

emotional intelligence, organizational life has typically been hostile 

to the inner world of feeling. So-called rational, objective thinking 
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is supposed to be superior to mere feeling, which can “contami-

nate” our judgment so that we fail to act in a “rational” manner. 

But that’s a very tenuous position. In point of fact, without feelings 

there are no actions. Without feelings there is no passion. Every-

thing important to human beings is affect-ridden. The things 

important to us have emotional meaning to make us think about 

them. And that’s the case in organizations as much as it is in our 

personal lives. Feelings stand central in organizational life and are 

expressed in many different forms.

What I’m doing here—exploring the role of emotion in per-

sonality, in decision-making, in the process of change, and in 

group processes—isn’t new. Many poets, novelists, and playwrights 

have done it before me. They were the early psychologists. Among 

the best was Shakespeare, who still today is a great teacher regard-

ing the ways of the world and the foibles of leaders. In showing 

the shadow side of leaders’ behavior, he’s second to none: Macbeth, 

Richard III, and King Lear are great examples. On the heath King 

Lear asks Gloucester: “How do you see the world?” Gloucester, 

who is blind, answers: “I see it feelingly.” My hope is that the men 

and women who run the world’s organizations will do the same.

AC K N O W L E D G M E N T S

As people grow older, they sometimes discover that while they can 

enjoy life on their own, true appreciation of life requires compan-

ionship. Voltaire’s comment, “By appreciation, we make excel-

lence in others our own property,” still has a ring of truth. Books 

aren’t written in isolation. As has been said by many others before, 

authors stand on the shoulders of others. As the years go by, my 

memory of which people infl uenced my way of thinking in various 

areas has become hazier. I have so deeply internalized many ideas 

that the original contributors have been lost. Certain memories, 

however, have retained their clarity. Looking back into my past, 
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I realize the extent to which my years at Harvard deeply affected 

me. That period still fi lls me with a sense of wonder at all the new 

experiences (cultural and otherwise) I was exposed to.

Four names from that period (1960s and 70s) stand out as 

infl uential in the development of my thinking. The fi rst is Erik 

Erikson, the well-known psychoanalyst and teacher of human 

development. His lectures at Harvard College were like psycho-

dramas, hugely exciting to me. He made me realize, through his 

studies of transformational leaders such as Martin Luther and 

Mahatma Gandhi, the importance of the interface of personality 

and historical moment. Another person who had a huge infl uence 

on me was C. Roland Christensen, a professor of business policy 

who contributed enormously to the quality of teaching at Harvard. 

Apart from the infl uence he has had on my teaching style, his 

humanity and wisdom still touch me. His sudden, untimely death 

has been hard to take, although he lives on in my inner world. 

My main mentor during those years at the Harvard Business 

School was Abraham Zaleznik, professor of leadership. His infl u-

ence on my way of looking at the world and at organizations has 

been enormous. My weekly dialogues with him taught me many 

things about the creative process. His seminars left me with a sense 

of wonder about the mysteries of the mind. The crossing of our 

paths very much determined my career choice, nebulous and pre-

carious as it looked at the time. Last but certainly not least, Sudhir 

Kakar, listed in a recent issue of the Nouvel Observateur as the 

“psychoanalyst of the world,” helped to shape my perspective. 

Who would have thought, when we fi rst met as young men in 

Abraham Zaleznik’s seminar, that our lives would intertwine as 

they have?

On a more contemporary note, I would like to thank my fi ve 

program directors who work at the INSEAD Global Leadership 

Center: Elisabet Engellau (who is much more than a colleague), 

Roger Lehman, Jean-Claude Noel, Stanislav Shekshnia and 

Martine van den Poel. In addition, I like to express my apprecia-
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tion to Konstantin Korotov, once my doctoral student and now a 

professor at the European School of Management and Technology 

(although still associated with INSEAD Global Leadership Center). 

Their initiative and creative thinking in making the Center the 

success it has become (often against all odds) is very much appreci-

ated. It has been an incredible journey for me to learn from all of 

them and from the students who pass through our doors. I would 

also like to express my appreciation to Agatha Halczewska-Figuet, 

the  Center’s executive director and to the Center’s staff, which 

keeps the “back offi ce” running effi ciently: Fabienne Chemin, 

Silke Bequet and Nadine Theallier.

During the past year I have learned the hard way that trying 

to both write and run the Center is extremely diffi cult. There-

fore, the buffering roles played by my research project manager, 

Elizabeth Florent-Treacy, and my assistant, Sheila Loxham, have 

been doubly appreciated. Their heroic efforts have helped keep the 

random variable that I am, on track. Finally, I would like to express 

my gratitude to my two editors, Sally Simmons and Kathy 

Reigstad, for their skill in making the unreadable readable. My 

appreciation for these two magicians, who practice their craft not 

only on words but also on logic, is hard to put into words.

Carl Jung once said that “one looks back with appreciation to 

the brilliant teachers, but with gratitude to those who touched our 

human feelings. The curriculum is so much necessary raw ma terial, 

but warmth is the vital element for the growing plant and for the 

soul of the child.” How true! In this context, I want to thank my 

students, who have been willing to experiment in telling their 

stories, and in doing so, touched the listener.

A B O U T  T H E  AU T H O R

Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries brings a different view to the much-

studied subjects of leadership and the dynamics of individual and 

organizational change. Applying his knowledge and experience of 
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economics (Econ. Drs., University of Amsterdam), management 

(ITP, MBA, and DBA, Harvard Business School), and psycho-

analysis (member of the Canadian Psychoanalytic Society and the 

International Psychoanalytic Association), Kets de Vries scrutinizes 

the interface between international management, psychoanalysis, 
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INTRODUCTION: THE 
CLINICAL PARADIGM

What could an entirely rational being speak of with another entirely 

rational being?

—Emmanuel Levinas

I have yet to meet the famous Rational Economic Man theorists 

describe. Real people have always done inexplicable things from 

time to time, and they show no sign of stopping.

—Charles Sanford, Jr.

As I grow older I pay less attention to what men say. I just watch 

what they do.

—Andrew Carnegie

Be master of mind rather than mastered by mind.

—Zen proverb

There’s a Zen tale about a person who noticed a disturbing bump 

under a rug. This person tried to smooth out the rug, but every 

1
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time she did so, the bump reappeared. In utter frustration, she 

fi nally lifted up the rug, and to her great surprise, out slid an angry 

snake.

In an organizational context, this story can be viewed as a meta-

phor for the occasions when, in making interventions, we deal only 

with the symptoms. Inevitably, despite our attempts to smooth things 

over, the snake beneath—the underlying cause—keeps working its 

mischief. Unless we pull out that snake and deal with it, it will con-

found our best efforts to improve organizational effi ciency.

Like the woman with the rug, too many management scholars 

restrict themselves to a mechanical view of life in the workplace. 

They look at surface phenomena—bumps on the rug—rather than 

at deep structure. Too often, the collective unconscious of business 

practitioners and scholars alike subscribes to the myth that the only 

thing which matters is what we see and know (in other words, that 

which is conscious). That myth is grounded in organizational be-

havior concepts of an extremely rational nature—concepts based on 

assumptions about human beings made by economists (at worst) or 

behavioral psychologists (at best). The social sciences, ever desperate 

to gain more prestige, seem unable to stop pretending to be natural 

sciences; they cannot relinquish their obsession with the directly 

measurable [1]. For far too many people, the spirit of the economic 

machine appears to be alive and well and living in organizations. 

Although the existing repertoire of “rational” concepts has proven 

time and again to be insuffi cient to untangle the really knotty 

problems that trouble organizations, the myth of rationality persists.

Consequently, organizational behavior concepts used to 

describe processes such as individual motivation, communication, 

leadership, interpersonal relationships, group and intergroup 

processes, corporate culture, organizational structure, change, and 

development are based on behaviorist models, with an occasional 

dose of humanistic psychology thrown in for good measure. Such 

an approach (behind which hovers the irrepressible ghost of 

Frederick Taylor, the premier advocate of scientifi c management) 
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guarantees a rather two-dimensional way of looking at the world 

of work. Many executives believe that behavior in organizations 

concerns only conscious, mechanistic, predictable, easy-to-

understand phenomena. The more elusive processes that take place 

in organizations—phenomena that deserve rich description—are 

conveniently ignored.

That the organizational man or woman is not just a conscious, 

highly focused maximizing machine of pleasures and pains, but is 

also a person subject to many (often contradictory) wishes, fantasies, 

confl icts, defensive behavior, and anxieties—some conscious, others 

beyond consciousness—isn’t a popular perspective for most business-

people. Neither is the idea that concepts taken from such fi elds as 

psychoanalysis, psychodynamic psychotherapy, and dynamic psy-

chiatry might have a place in the world of work. Such concepts are 

generally rejected out of hand on the grounds that they’re too indi-

vidually based, too focused on abnormal behavior, and in the case of 

the psychoanalytic method of investigation, too reliant on self-

reported case studies thereby creating problems of verifi cation.

Valid as some of these criticisms may be, the fact remains that 

any meaningful explanation of humanity requires different means 

of verifi cation than do the so-called hard sciences. In spite of what 

philosophers of science like to say about this subject, no causal 

claim in clinical psychology (or history and economics, for that 

matter) can be verifi ed in the same way as can claims in empirical 

sciences such as experimental physics or astronomy. When we 

enter the realm of a person’s inner world—seeking to understand 

that individual’s desires, hopes, and fears—efforts at falsifi cation 

are as important as the truths they conceal.

G I V I N G  T H E  U N C O N S C I O U S  I T S  D U E

The best bridge from the certainties of the empirical sciences to 

the ambiguities of the human mind is what I call the “clinical 
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paradigm”—a conceptual framework that not only recognizes but 

celebrates the human factor, building on psychoanalytic concepts 

and techniques. Though the notion that there’s more to organiza-

tional behavior than meets the eye is anathema to many manage-

ment scholars, practitioners who deny the reality of unconscious 

phenomena—who refuse to bring those phenomena to conscious-

ness and take them into consideration—increase the gap between 

rhetoric and reality. Rejecting the clinical paradigm is a mistake, 

plain and simple. After all, it’s individuals who make up organiza-

tions and create the units that contribute to social processes. Even 

en masse, however, people are subject to laws which cannot be 

tested by experimental physics. Moreover, like it or not, “abnormal 

behavior” is more “normal” than most people are prepared to 

admit. All of us have a neurotic side. Mental health and illness 

aren’t dichotomous phenomena but opposing positions on a con-

tinuum. Furthermore, whether a person is labeled normal or 

abnormal, exactly the same psychological processes apply.

In light of these observations, management scholars and leaders 

need to revisit the following questions: Is the typical executive 

really a logical, dependable human being? Is management really a 

rational task performed by rational people according to sensible 

organizational objectives? Given the plethora of highly destructive 

actions taken by business and political leaders, we shouldn’t even 

have to ask. It should be clear that many of those activities which 

are incomprehensible from a rational point of view, signal that 

what really goes on in organizations takes place in the intrapsychic 

and interpersonal world of the key players, below the surface of 

day-to-day behaviors. That underlying mental activity and be-

havior needs to be understood in terms of confl icts, defensive 

behaviors, tensions, and anxieties.

It’s something of a paradox that, while at a conscious level we 

might deny the presence of unconscious processes, at the level of 

behavior and action we live out such processes every day all over 

the world. Though we base business strategies on theoretical 
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models derived from the “rational economic man”, we count on 

real people (with all their conscious and unconscious quirks) to 

make and implement decisions. Even the most successful organi-

zational leaders are prone to highly irrational behavior, a reality 

that we ignore at our peril.

When the illusions created by the concept of homo economi-

cus prevail over the reality of homo sapiens, people interested in 

what truly happens in organizations are left with a vague awareness 

that things that they can’t make sense of are occurring. When faced 

with knotty organizational situations, they feel ineffective and 

helpless. Far too many well-intentioned and well-constructed plans 

derail daily in workplaces around the world because of out-of-

awareness forces that infl uence behavior.

Those plans include all change efforts that rely on intervention 

techniques which focus on the rational side of human behavior to 

the exclusion of the emotional side. Efforts by traditional organi-

zational change agents—men and women burdened by the legacy 

of homo economicus—generally come across as overly optimistic 

and even naïve. Only by accepting that executives just like the rest 

of us aren’t paragons of rationality can we understand why such 

plans derail and put them back on track again—or better yet, keep 

them from derailing in the fi rst place [2]–[4].

Experience has shown that in the case of many knotty organ-

izational situations, the clinical paradigm can go a long way toward 

bringing clarity and providing long-lasting solutions. And no body 

of knowledge has made a more sustained and successful attempt 

to deal with the meaning of human events than psychoanalysis. 

The psychoanalytic method of investigation, which observes people 

longitudinally (that is, over time), offers an important window 

into the operation of the mind, identifying meaning in the most 

personal, emotional experiences. Its method of drawing inferences 

about meaning out of otherwise incomprehensible phenomena is 

more effective than what competing theories have to offer. By 

making sense out of executives’ deeper wishes and fantasies, and 
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showing how these fantasies infl uence behavior in the world of 

work, the psychodynamic orientation offers a practical way of 

discovering how organizations really function.

TA P P I N G  I N TO  P SYC H OA N A LY T I C 

T H EO R I E S  A N D  T E C H N I Q U E S

The fact that a growing number of management scholars are real-

izing that they need to pay attention to weaker, below-the-surface 

signals in the organizational system is noteworthy in the context 

of articles in the popular press asking whether Sigmund Freud is 

dead. People who pose this question are usually focused exclusively 

on Freud’s own views from the early 20th century, forgetting that 

psychoanalytic theory and therapy have continued to evolve since 

that time. Psychoanalytic theory has become increasingly sophis-

ticated, incorporating the fi ndings from domains such as dynamic 

psychiatry, developmental psychology, anthropology, neurophysi-

ology, cognitive theory, family systems theory, and individual 

and group psychotherapy. To condemn present-day psychoanalytic 

theory as outdated is like attacking modern physics because Newton 

never understood Einstein’s theory of relativity. Although various 

aspects of Freud’s theories are no longer valid in light of new 

information about the workings of the mind, fundamental com-

ponents of psychoanalytic theory have been scientifi cally and 

empirically tested and verifi ed, specifi cally as they relate to cogni-

tive and emotional processes [5]–[6]. As disappointing as it may 

be to some of his present-day critics, many of Freud’s ideas retain 

their relevance.

As an archaeologist of the mind, Freud believed that neurotic 

symptoms can be used to decode why people behave the way they 

do. As conspicuous signifi ers of a person’s inner world, they can 

be seen, he believed, as “the royal road to an understanding of the 
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unconscious.” I contend that this perspective can be applied, by 

analogy, to organizations: just as every neurotic symptom has an 

explanatory history, so has every organizational act; just as symp-

toms and dreams can be viewed as signs replete with meaning, so 

can specifi c acts, statements, and decisions in the boardroom. 

Likewise, the repetition of certain phenomena in the workplace 

suggests the existence of specifi c motivational confi gurations. The 

identifi cation of cognitive and affective distortions in an organ-

ization’s leaders and followers can help executives recognize the 

extent to which unconscious fantasies and out-of-awareness be-

havior affect decision-making and management practices in their 

organization.

Freud himself didn’t make any direct observations about 

the application of his ideas to the world of work (although later in 

life he became interested in society at large), but several of his 

followers—psychoanalysts such as Melanie Klein, Wilfred Bion, 

and Donald Winnicott—applied aspects of his theories to the 

workplace. The ideas of these psychoanalysts have been further 

explored by a large number of clinically informed scholars of 

organizations [2]–[4]; [7]–[16]. The work of these scholars has 

gone a long way toward creating a deep and rich under-

standing of life in organizations. Their insights have also opened 

the way to more effective consultation and intervention in 

organizations.

The clinical paradigm, with its broadly integrative psycho-

dynamic perspective, has much to contribute to our understanding 

of organizations and the practice of management. A psychologi-

cally informed perspective can help us understand the hidden 

dynamics associated with individual motivation, leadership, col-

lusive situations, social defenses, toxic organizational cultures, 

“neurotic” organizations (that is, organizations tainted by the 

particular neurosis of its top executive), and the extent to which 

individuals and organizations can be prisoners of their past. 
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Advocates of the clinical paradigm recognize the limits of rational-

ity and reject a purely economist, behaviorist view of the world of 

work. They have concluded that behavioral and statistical data-

gathering experiments can supply only a partial understanding of 

complex organizational phenomena, contrary to what advocates of 

management as a natural science would have us believe. An ad-

ditional dimension of analysis is needed to comprehend organiz-

ational behavior and the people working in the system: we have 

to factor in that which is directly observable.

Scholars of management need to recognize that organizations 

as systems have their own life—a life that’s not only conscious 

but also unconscious, not only rational but also irrational. The 

clinical paradigm is essential to provide insight into that life, into 

the underlying reasons for executive and employee behavior 

and actions. To understand the whole picture, we need to pay 

attention to these presenting internal and social dynamics, to 

the intricate dance between leaders and followers, and to the 

various unconscious and invisible psychodynamic processes and 

structures that infl uence the behavior of individuals, dyads, and 

groups in organizations. People who dismiss the complex clinical 

dimension in organizational analysis cannot hope to go beyond 

a relatively impoverished, shallow understanding of life in 

organizations.

In business as in individual life, psychological awareness is 

the fi rst step toward psychological health. The truth is that by 

denying the reality of the unconscious, by refusing to make it 

conscious and work with it, we have institutionalized the chasm 

between reality and rhetoric. Organizations can’t perform suc-

cessfully if the quirks and irrational processes that are part and 

parcel of the organizational participants’ inner world aren’t taken 

into consideration by top management. Because unconscious 

dynamics have a signifi cant impact on life in organizations, 

organizational leaders (and followers) must recognize and plan 

for those dynamics.
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P H I LO S O P H I C A L  U N D E R P I N N I N G S  O F  T H E 

C L I N I C A L  PA R A D I G M

Having looked at the clinical paradigm in general terms, we’re 

now ready to examine its philosophical underpinnings. These are 

based on four premises:

First, the clinical paradigm argues that there’s a rationale behind 

every human act—even those that are apparently irrational. This 

point of view stipulates that all behavior has an explanation. 

Because that explanation is often elusive—inextricably interwoven 

with unconscious needs and desires—one has to do “detective 

work” to tease out hints and clues regarding perplexing behavior. 

More important, though, fi nding meaning in seemingly irrational 

behavior requires emotional intelligence. Whether one is an analyst 

helping an individual reach self-understanding or an organizational 

consultant working with executives to diagnose an entire organ-

ization, effective deconstruction can take place only when the 

“detective’s” perception is acute enough to cope with a barrage of 

mitigating factors, including resistances, ingrained behavior pat-

terns, transference reactions and projective mechanisms.

The second premise on which the clinical paradigm rests is that 

a great deal of mental life—thoughts, feelings, and motives—lies 

outside of conscious awareness. People aren’t always aware of what 

they’re doing—much less why they’re doing it. Though hidden from 

rational thought, the human unconscious affects (and in some cases 

even dictates) conscious reality. Even the most “rational” people 

have blind spots, and even the “best” people have a shadow side—a 

side that they don’t know—and don’t want to know. What’s more, 

people work to increase their blind spots: they develop defensive 

structures over time that make them blind not only to their motiva-

tion for a certain dysfunctional behavior but also to the behavior 

itself even though that behavior may be obvious to everyone else. 

Regrettably, people who fail to see their own dysfunctional behavior 
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can’t take responsibility for it. Though it’s not pleasant to admit that 

one is sometimes a prisoner of the unconscious—we cherish the 

illusion that we’re in control of our lives, after all—accepting the 

presence of the cognitive and affective unconscious can be liberat-

ing, because it helps us understand why we do the things we do and 

how we might change for the better.

The third premise underlying the clinical paradigm is that 

nothing is more central to who a person is than the way he or she 

expresses and regulates emotions. Along with cognition, emotions 

determine behavior; and characteristic patterns of emotion, thought, 

and behavior shape personality. The emotional reactions of infancy 

are primarily biological, and they’re tied to the most basic human 

need systems. From early on, however, socialization occurs through 

the mediation of the primary caretakers. As socialization progresses, 

developmental processes enable the individual to take on the various 

emotional “roles”—sadness, joy, and so on.

While all humans are born with a particular temperament, this 

constitutional quality gives us only a predisposition to certain 

emotions. Before we’re able to express any given emotion, the 

imagery associated with that particular feeling-state has to be 

internalized. Such internalization occurs as the child grows and 

matures and learns from socialization. By the time adulthood is 

reached, the regulation of emotions has become an integral part 

of one’s personality, and mood-state can be used as a barometer of 

psychological and physical well-being. How a person perceives and 

expresses emotions may change as the years go by, however, 

depending on one’s life experiences [17]–[19].

The experiencing of emotions enables people to come into 

greater contact with themselves, to fi nd out what they feel (as 

opposed to what they think) about things, what they like and 

dislike, and what they want and don’t want. Some people are able 

to express emotions appropriately and comfortably, while others 

struggle to fi nd words for what they feel, and associate emotions 

(sometimes even those that we think of as positive) with painful 
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thoughts. Emotions color experiences with positive and negative 

connotations, creating preferences. Emotions form the basis for the 

internalization of mental representations of the self and others that 

guide relationships throughout one’s life. Furthermore, emotions 

serve people in many adaptive and defensive ways, depending on 

the personal “script” of their inner theater.

The fourth premise underlying the clinical paradigm is that 

human development is an inter- and intrapersonal process. We’re 

all products of our past, infl uenced until the day we die by the 

developmental experiences given by our caretakers [20]–[25]. 

Childhood experiences play an absolutely crucial role in personal-

ity development, particularly in the way people relate to others. 

These experiences contribute to specifi cally preferred response 

patterns that in turn result in a tendency to repeat certain behavior 

patterns. The psychological imprints of primary early caregiv-

ers—particularly our parents—are so strong that they cause a 

confusion in time and place, making us act toward others in 

the present as if they were signifi cant people from the past; 

and these imprints stay with us and guide our interactions through-

out our lives. Though we’re generally unaware of experiencing 

“transference”—the term given by psychologists to this confusion 

in time and place—we may relate to our boss as we did to our 

mother, or to an important client as we did to our father. The 

mismatch between the reality of our present situation and our 

subconscious scenario (colleagues or clients aren’t parents, after all) 

may lead to bewilderment, anxiety, depression, anger, and even 

aggression.

T H E  I N N E R  T H E AT E R

Freud focused on the human unconscious—that part of our being 

which, hidden from rational thought, affects and interprets 

our conscious reality. The impact of unconscious processes is 
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considerable in the world outside work—in the domains of creativ-

ity, love, and friendship, for example—as most people would readily 

acknowledge; but it also has a considerable effect on thought, 

behavior, and outcomes in organizational life. Each organizational 

participant has to deal with what can be described as his or her 

“inner theater”—the programming that each person has incorpo-

rated from his or her genetic inheritance and infant experience. 

Although everyone from the mail clerk to the CEO has a unique 

theme, it’s the inner theater of executives that concerns us here. 

Given the power that executives wield, the infl uence of their inner 

theater on the rest of the organization is considerable.

Our inner theater results from a combination of nature and 

nurture. Although our brains are genetically hardwired with 

certain instinctual behavior patterns, this wiring isn’t irrevocably 

fi xed. Through the nature-nurture interface, highly complex 

motivational need systems determine the unique internal theatre 

of the individual—the stage on which the major themes that defi ne 

the person are played out. These motivational need systems are the 

rational forces that lie behind behaviors and actions that are per-

ceived to be irrational. As gasoline fuels an engine, the cognitive 

and emotional patterns that develop out of these interrelated moti-

vational need systems fuel our behavior. For each one of us, our 

unique mixture of motivational needs will determine our person-

ality. Especially over the crucial fi rst months and years of our life 

(though in later years as well, to a lesser extent), rewiring occurs 

in response to developmental factors that we are exposed to.

The interface of our motivational needs with environmental 

factors (especially human factors, in the form of caretakers, sib-

lings, teachers, and other important fi gures) defi nes our essential 

uniqueness. The mental schemas that are the outcome of this 

interface are then carried within us for the rest of our lives, guiding 

our subsequent relationships with others. These mental representa-

tions of our self, others, and relationships help us make sense of 

all aspects of reality, serve as the standard by which we judge what 
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we see and decide what we want, and govern our motivations and 

actions. These representations become the operational code that 

determines how we react across situations [26]–[27]. They infl u-

ence how we act and react in our daily lives, whether at home, at 

play, or at work.

M OT I VAT I O N A L  N E E D  SYS T E M S

The British philosopher Jeremy Bentham, in an effort to explain 

human behavior, argued that nature has placed mankind under the 

government of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. These 

masters govern us in all that we think, do, and say. We can take 

his view of human nature one step further through the notion of 

motivational need systems. Motivational need systems serve as the 

operational code that drives behavior. Each of these need systems 

is operational in every person beginning at infancy and continuing 

throughout the life-cycle, altered by the forces of age, learning, 

and maturation.

The importance that any one of the need systems has in an 

individual is determined by three regulating forces: innate and 

learned response patterns, the role of signifi cant caretakers, and 

the extent to which the individual attempts to recreate positive 

emotional states experienced in infancy and childhood. As these 

forces and need systems interact during maturation, mental schemas 

emerge—“templates” in the unconscious, if you will. These 

schemas create symbolic model scenes (what I like to call “scripts” 

in a person’s inner theater) that regulate fantasy and infl uence 

behavior and action [20]–[21]; [28]–[30].

Some of these motivational need systems are more basic than 

others. At the most fundamental is the system that regulates a 

person’s physiological needs—that is, needs for food, water, elimi-

nation, sleep, and breathing. Another system handles an individ-

ual’s needs for sensual enjoyment and (later) sexual excitement, 
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while still another deals with the need to respond to certain 

situations through antagonism and withdrawal. Although these 

primary need systems impact the work situation to some extent, 

two other, higher-level systems are of particular interest for life in 

organizations: the attachment/affi liation need system and the 

exploration/assertion need system.

Let’s look at the need for attachment/affi liation fi rst. Among 

humans there exists an innately unfolding experience of human 

relatedness [31]–[34]. Humankind’s essential humanness is revealed 

in their seeking relationships with other people, in sharing some-

thing. As the pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott 

used to say, there’s no such thing as a baby, only a mothering pair. 

The baby can’t do without the mother. That need for attachment, 

beginning in infancy but lasting throughout life, involves the 

process of engagement with other human beings, the universal 

experience of wanting to be close to others. It also involves the 

pleasure of sharing and affi rmation. When the human need for 

intimate engagement is extrapolated to groups, the desire to enjoy 

intimacy can be described as a need for affi liation. Both attachment 

and affi liation serve an emotional balancing role by confi rming an 

individual’s self-worth and contributing to his or her sense of 

self-esteem.

The need for exploration/assertion also has a lot to do with 

who a person becomes and how that person sees him- or herself. 

The need for exploration—closely associated with cognition and 

learning—affects a person’s ability to play and to work. This need 

is manifested soon after birth: infant observation has shown that 

novelty, as well as the discovery of the effects of certain actions, 

causes a prolonged state of attentive arousal in infants. Similar 

reactions to opportunities for exploration continue into adult-

hood. Closely tied to the need for exploration is the need for 

self-assertion—that is, the need to be able to choose what we 

want to do. Playful exploration and manipulation of the environ-

ment in response to exploratory-assertive motivation produces a 
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sense of effectiveness and competency, of autonomy, initiative, 

industry, and effi cacy [35]–[36]. Because striving, competing, 

and seeking mastery are fundamental characteristics of the 

human personality, exercising assertiveness—following our 

prefer ences, acting in a determined manner—serves as a form of 

affi rmation.

As noted above, each motivational system is either strength-

ened or loses power in reaction to innate and learned response 

patterns, the developmental impact of caretakers, and the ability 

to recreate previous emotional states. Through the nature-nurture 

interface, these highly complex motivational systems eventually 

determine the unique internal theater of the individual—the stage 

on which the major themes that defi ne the person are played out. 

These motivational systems are the rational forces that lie behind 

behaviors and actions that are perceived to be irrational. We bring 

to every experience a style of interacting, now scripted for us, that 

we learned initially in childhood. In other words, how we related 

to and interacted with parents and other close caregivers during 

the early years affects how we relate to others—especially authority 

fi gures—now in our adulthood.

C O R E  C O N F L I C T UA L 

R E L AT I O N S H I P  T H E M E S

The basic script of a person’s inner theater is determined by the 

motivational need systems described above. Within that basic 

script, however, certain themes develop over time—themes that 

refl ect the preeminence of certain inner wishes that contribute to 

our unique personality style. These “core confl ictual relationship 

themes” (CCRT) translate into consistent patterns by which we 

relate to others [37]. Put another way, our basic wishes color our 

life-scripts, which in turn shape our relationships with others, 

determining the way we believe others will react to us and the 
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way we react to others. People’s lives may be colored by the wish 

to be loved, for example, or the wish to be understood, or to be 

noticed, or to be free from confl ict, or to be independent, or to 

help—or even to hinder, or to hurt others.

When we go to work, we take these fundamental wishes—our 

core confl ictual relationship themes—into the context of our 

workplace relationships. We project our wishes on others and, 

based on those wishes, rightly or wrongly anticipate how others 

will react to us; then we react not to their actual reactions but to 

their perceived reactions. Who among us doesn’t know a leader 

who is the epitome of confl ict avoidance, tyrannical behavior, 

micromanagement, manic behavior, inaccessibility, or game-

playing? That dominant style, whatever it may be, derives from 

the leader’s primary core confl ictual relationship theme. So potent 

is a person’s driving theme that a leader’s subordinates are often 

drawn into collusive practices and play along, turning the leader’s 

expectations into self-fulfi lling prophecies. Unfortunately, the life-

scripts drawn up in childhood on the basis of our core confl ictual 

relationship themes often become ineffective in adult situations. 

They create a dizzying merry-go-round that takes affected leaders 

into a self-destructive cycle of repetition.

U S I N G  T H E  C L I N I C A L  PA R A D I G M  TO 

R E W R I T E  DYS F U N C T I O N A L  S C R I P T S

As was noted earlier, there’s strong continuity between childhood 

and adult behavior. As the saying goes, Scratch a man or woman 

and you’ll fi nd a child! This doesn’t mean that we can’t change as 

adults; it simply means that by the time we reach the age of thirty, 

a considerable part of our personality has been formed [38]–[39]. 

Unless we recognize the extent to which our present is determined 

by our past, we make the same mistakes over and over.



I N T R O D U C T I O N :  T H E  C L I N I C A L  P A R A D I G M 17

Organizations the world over are full of people who are unable 

to recognize repetitive behavior patterns that have become dys-

functional. They’re stuck in a vicious, self-destructive circle and 

don’t even know it—much less know how to escape. The clinical 

paradigm can help such people recognize their strengths and weak-

nesses, understand the causes of their resistance to change, and 

recognize where and how they can become more effective. It can 

help them recognize those elements of their inner theater that 

confi ne rather than liberate, and help them rescript those elements. 

In other words, it can offer choice.

It is tragic that there is such a difference between what we are 

and what we could be. If we want things to be different, we must 

start by being different ourselves.

R E F E R E N C E S

 1. Popper, K. (2002). The Logic of Scientifi c Discovery. London, Rout-

ledge Classics.

 2. Gabriel, Y. (1999). Organizations in Depth. London, Sage.

 3. Kets de Vries, M. F. R., Ed (1984). The Irrational Executive: Psycho-

analytic Explorations in Management. New York, International Uni-

versities Press.

 4. Kets de Vries, M. F. R., Ed (1991). Organizations on the Couch. San 

Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

 5. Barron, J. W., M. N. Eagle and D. L. Wolitzky Eds (1992). The 

Interface of Psychoanalysis and Psychology. Washington, DC, American 

Psychological Association.

 6. Westen, D. (1998). “The Scientifi c Legacy of Sigmund Freud: 

Toward a Psychodynamically Informed Psychological Science.” Psy-

chological Bulletin 124(3): 333–371.

 7. Czander, W. M. (1993). The Psychodynamics of Work and Organiza-

tions. New York, Guilford Press.

 8. DeBoard, R. (1978). The Psychoanalysis of Organisations. London, 

Routledge.



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H18

 9. Hirschhorn, L. (1990). The Workplace Within: Psychodynamics of Orga-

nizational Life. Boston, MIT Press.

10. Kets de Vries, M. F. R. (1994). “The Leadership Mystique.” Academy 

of Management Executive 8(3): 73–92.

11. Kets de Vries, M. F. R. and D. Miller (1984). The Neurotic Organiz-

ation. San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

12. Levinson, H. (1972). Organizational Diagnosis. Cambridge, Mass., 

Harvard University Press.

13. Levinson, H. (2002). Organizational Assessment. Washington, DC, 

American Psychological Association.

14. Obholzer, A. (1994). The Unconscious at Work: Individual and Organ-

izational Stress in Human Services. London, Routledge.

15. Schwartz, H. (1990). Narcissistic Process and Corporate Decay: The 

Theory of the Organization Ideal. New York, New York University 

Press.

16. Zaleznik, A. (1966). Human Dilemmas of Leadership. New York, 

HarperCollins.

17. Darwin, C. (1920). The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals. 

New York, Appleton-Century-Crofts.

18. Plutchick, R. (1980). Emotions: A Psycho-evolutionary Synthesis. New 

York, HarperCollins.

19. Tomkins, S. S. (1995). Script Theory: Differential Magnifi cation of 

Affect. Exploring Affect: Selections from the Writings of Silvan S. Tomkins. 

Ed V. Demos. New York, Cambridge University Press: 312–410.

20. Emde, R. N. (1981). “Changing Models of Infancy and the Nature 

of Early Development: Remodelling the Foundation.” Journal of 

the American Psychoanalytical Association 29: 179–219.

21. Erikson, E. H. (1963). Childhood and Society. New York, W.W. 

Norton & Society.

22. Kagan, J. (1994). Nature of the Child. New York, Basic Books.

23. Kohlberg, L. (1981). The Philosophy of Moral Development. New York, 

Harper & Row.

24. Piaget, J. (1952). The Origins of Intelligence in Children. New York, 

International Universities Press.

25. Pine, F. (1985). Developmental Theory and Clinical Process. New Haven, 

Yale University Press.

26. George, A. L. (1969). “The ‘Operational Code’: A Neglected 

Approach to the Study of Political Leadership and Decision-Making.” 

International Studies Quarterly 13: 190–222.



I N T R O D U C T I O N :  T H E  C L I N I C A L  P A R A D I G M 19

27. McDougall, J. (1985). Theaters of the Mind. New York, Basic  

Books.

28. Kagan, J. and H. A. Moss (1983). Birth to Maturity: A Study in Psy-

chological Development. New Haven, Yale University Press.

29. Lichtenberg, J. D. (1991). Psychoanalysis and Infant Research. New 

York, Lawrence Erlbaum.

30. Lichtenberg, J. D. and R. A. Schonbar (1992). Motivation in Psychol-

ogy and Psychoanalysis. Interface of Psychoanalysis and Psychology. 

Eds J. W. Barron, M. N. Eagle and D. L. Wolitzky. Washington, 

American Psychological Association: 11–36.

31. Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and Loss. New York, Basic Books.

32. Mahler, M. S., F. Pine and A. Bergman (1975). The Psychological 

Birth of the Human Infant. New York, Basic Books.

33. Spitz, R. A. (1965). The First Year of Life. New York, International 

Universities Press.

34. Winnicott, D. W. (1975). Through Paediatrics to Psycho-Analysis. New 

York, Basic Books.

35. Bandura, A. (1989). “Perceived Self-Effi cacy in the Exercise of 

Personal Agency.” The Psychologist: Bulletin of British Psychologi-

cal Society 10: 411–424.

36. White, R. (1959). “Motivation Reconsidered: The Concept of 

Competence.” Psychological Review 66: 297–333.

37. Luborsky, L. and P. Crits-Cristoph (1998). Understanding Transfer-

ence: The Core Confl ictual Relationship Theme Method. Washington, 

American Psychological Organization.

38. Heatherton, T. and J. L. Weinberger, Eds (1994). Can Personality 

Change? Washington, DC, American Psychological Association.

39. McCrae, R. R. and P. T. Costa (1990). Personality in Adulthood. New 

York, Guilford Press.





P A R T  O N E

ENTERING THE INNER 
THEATER OF LEADERS





C H A P T E R  2

THE NARCISSISTIC LEADER: 
MYTH AND REALITY

23

Glory is fl eeting, but obscurity lasts forever.

—Napoleon Bonaparte

A narcissist is someone better looking than you are.

—Gore Vidal

I have come to warn God that I am taking his place. As he has not 

seen fi t to avenge my enemies, I’ll take his place and do it myself.

—Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo.

It takes a wise man to learn from his mistakes, but an even wiser 

man to learn from others.

—Zen proverb

A Japanese Zen master during the Meiji era received a visitor who 

came to inquire about Zen. The Zen master served his guest tea. 

He poured his visitor’s cup full and then kept on pouring. The 

visitor watched the overfl ow with alarm until he could no longer 
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control himself. “The cup is over-full. No more can go in it!” he 

cried out. “Like this cup,” the Zen master replied, “you are full 

of your own opinions, beliefs, and assumptions. How can I teach 

you anything unless you fi rst empty your cup?” This enigmatic 

little tale suggests that people who are too full of themselves—that 

is, who are overly narcissistic—are bound to get into trouble.

It’s generally agreed that a certain degree of narcissistic behav-

ior is essential for leadership success, a prerequisite for anyone 

who hopes to rise to the top [1]–[5]. Thus if we’re to understand 

life in organizations, we have to understand narcissism. There’s 

no place where the vicissitudes of narcissism are acted out 

more dramatically than on the organizational stage, where narcis-

sistic leaders can fi nd themselves but followers must lose 

themselves.

This chapter looks at narcissism generally, as an aspect of 

human behavior, and examines how it operates for both good and 

ill in an organizational context. It also scrutinizes the psycho-

pathology of relationships between narcissistic leaders and their 

followers as it’s manifested in the process known as transference. 

But fi rst we should remind ourselves of the world’s best-known 

account of narcissism, told in a cautionary Greek myth.

Narcissus was a beautiful young man who rejected the advances 

of numerous men and women who fell in love with him. The 

goddess Nemesis overheard some of his thwarted lovers wishing 

the pain of unrequited love on him and granted them their wish. 

Narcissus fell in love with his own refl ection when he stopped to 

drink from a spring. Although he realized his error, he couldn’t 

escape from his infatuation and pined to death. As his ghost was 

ferried across the river Styx, it leaned over the side of the boat for 

one last glimpse of itself in the water.

Like so many myths, the story of Narcissus draws on an 

element of human nature and dramatizes its excess. A certain 

degree of narcissism, in a spectrum that ranges from healthy self-

esteem to destructive egotism, is perfectly natural and even healthy. 

A moderate measure of self-esteem contributes to positive behav-
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iors such as assertiveness, confi dence, and creativity, all desirable 

qualities for an individual in any walk of life, but particularly so 

for business leaders. At the other end of the spectrum, however, 

extreme narcissism is characterized by egotism, self-centeredness, 

grandiosity, lack of empathy, exploitation, exaggerated self-love, 

and failure to acknowledge boundaries. In this severe form, nar-

cissism can do serious damage. This is especially true within an 

organization, where the combination of a leader’s overly narciss-

istic disposition and his or her position of power can have devastat-

ing consequences.

Whether we’re discussing more healthy or less healthy nar-

cissism, we should be clearer about its source.

B AC K  TO  T H E  F U T U R E

A very graphic explanation of where it all begins can be found in 

Philip Larkin’s poem “This Be The Verse,” (1971)*:

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.

They may not mean to, but they do.

They fi ll you with the faults they had

And add some extra, just for you.

Picture the womb, where environmental conditions are perfect. 

Then picture the world, where from the second a baby makes its 

entry there’s need and helplessness and the frustration of being 

unable to communicate. The infant mind tries to recreate the 

perfect bliss of life in the womb, but it doesn’t have much to work 

with. All it can do is to create a grandiose, exhibitionistic image 

of itself and an all-powerful, idealized image of its parents [6]. 

Over time, and with “good enough” care (a term used by psy-

chologists to denote caretaking that meets or exceeds basic physical 

and emotional needs), these two idealized images are moderated 

*  Published with permission from This Be The Verse from  High Windows by 

Philip Larkin and Faber and Faber Ltd.
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by the forces of reality—especially responses from parents, siblings, 

caretakers, and teachers.

A child’s sense of identity is acquired only gradually, through 

interaction with the environment [7]–[10]. In order to achieve 

normal character development, a child has to push against con-

straining forces and encounter both success and frustration. Mod-

erate frustration, sometimes called age-appropriate frustration, is 

essential to mental health. For example, it might be frustrating for 

a child to have to wait a few minutes for his or her mother to 

fi nish a task before putting lunch on the table, but the level of 

frustration would not be inappropriate. However, if the wait 

extended to hours and included a tirade about the nuisance of small 

children, the frustration would be unhealthy and possibly even 

traumatizing.

Whatever the level of frustration, children deal with it as best 

they can by imagining themselves able to overcome any obstacle. 

The early years are characterized by the tension between that 

grandiose self-image and the helplessness that is the true state of 

childhood. Inadequate resolution of that tension produces negative 

feelings (shame, humiliation, rage, envy, spitefulness, a desire for 

vengeance) and a hunger for personal power and status. In most 

children, however, as time goes by those grandiose fantasies are 

modifi ed and form the basis for well-grounded ambition, directed 

activity, and a secure sense of self-esteem.

A similar evolution takes place with the idealized parent image. 

A child’s evaluation of other people becomes increasingly realistic 

as he or she grows. With “good enough” care, the toddler who 

clapped with delight when you pressed a switch and lit up a room 

will evolve steadily into the teenager who can accept the fact 

that it’s pointless asking you to help with his or her physics 

homework.

Over time most people develop relatively stable ways of rep-

resenting their experience of themselves and others. These repre-

sentations are known as internal objects and are composed of 
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pleasurable and painful experiences, fantasies, ideals, thoughts, and 

images that create a cognitive and affective map of the world—the 

internal theater [11]. The process of building this mental map 

involves the resolution of the relationship between real people and 

the idealized mental images of them retained by the developing 

child. The child’s interactions with other people then refl ect that 

resolution: they’re in part a response to real others, and in part a 

response to idealized mental images.

The internal objects that an individual develops over time pro-

foundly infl uence his or her affective and cognitive states, behavior, 

and actions. Good internal objects are generative and restorative: 

they keep you going when life gets tough and constitute the under-

pinnings of healthy functioning. Bad internal objects—or just the 

absence of good internal objects—can cause dysfunctions that 

contain the seeds of pathological narcissistic behavior.

The earliest objects of a developing child’s attention are the 

parents. Their care, along with their ability to gauge the amount 

and kind of frustration appropriate to their child’s level of maturity, 

has a major impact on the internal world that the child creates, 

and it determines whether that world is reassuring and affi rming 

or confusing and turbulent. Parents who cannot or will not respond 

appropriately to their child’s demands corrupt the developing 

child’s internal world. Sometimes inappropriate care amounts to 

overt abuse. More often, though, it’s the result of neglect, indif-

ference, or ignorance. Sometimes parents use a child as an exten-

sion of themselves in their own search for admiration and greatness. 

This gives the child the illusion of being loved while its true needs 

are ignored. This sort of failure of care occurs most often with a 

child who has notable qualities, perhaps great physical beauty or a 

special talent.

When parents use a child as a way of compensating for their 

own disappointments, that child’s pursuit of admiration can become 

a lifelong quest, an attempt to offset the feeling of being used rather 

than loved for one’s own sake. This self-love can actually be a 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H28

cover for self-hatred. Children troubled in this way (and the adults 

they become) have failed to modify or truly integrate either the 

grandiose self or the idealized parent images. Both representations 

continue in their unaltered forms, pursuing their outdated aims 

and preventing a cohesive sense of self. This causes incoherent 

behavior, problems with self-esteem, narcissistic pathology, and an 

imbalance in psychic structure. When symptoms such as these 

occur, the fi rst place to look for a cause (as with most mental and 

emotional suffering) is the person’s relational history.

T WO  M O D E R N  M Y T H S:  H E A LT H Y  N EG L E C T 

A N D  TO U G H  LOV E

But they were fucked up in their turn

By fools in old-style hats and coats,

Who half the time were soppy-stern

And half at one another’s throats.

—Philip Larkin

With their need for power, status, prestige, and glamour, many 

narcissistic personalities eventually end up in leadership positions. 

The ability of narcissists to manipulate others and their capacity 

to establish rapid, if shallow, relationships serve them well as they 

move up the organizational ladder. They are often successful in-

itially, despite their “handicap”—particularly in areas where they 

can fulfi ll their ambition for fame and glory. Unfortunately, power, 

prestige, and status are typically more important to these people 

than a serious commitment to organizational goals and perfor-

mance. Because narcissists are motivated by selfi shness, their suc-

cesses are ephemeral.

Like all of us, leaders occupy a position somewhere on the 

narcissistic spectrum that ranges from healthy self-esteem to patho-

logical egotism. Within that spectrum, it’s helpful to distinguish 
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between constructive and reactive narcissism. Constructive nar-

cissism develops in response to “good enough” care. Parents who 

give their children a lot of support, age-appropriate frustration, 

and a proper “holding environment” for their emotional reactions 

produce well-balanced, positive children who possess a solid sense 

of self-esteem, a capacity for introspection, and an empathetic 

outlook. These individuals have a high degree of confi dence in 

their own abilities and are highly task- and goal-oriented.

Constructive narcissists are no strangers to the pursuit of great-

ness, but because they’re not searching exclusively for personal 

power, their successes are genuine. They have a vision that extends 

beyond themselves, and they work with great zeal to fulfi ll it. They 

take advice and consult with others before moving forward, valuing 

cooperation over solo performance, although they always take 

ultimate responsibility and never blame others when things go 

wrong. Constructive narcissists have the capacity to become larger-

than-life fi gures, in the best sense of that term, serving as trans-

formational leaders and inspiring role models. Some may seem to 

be lacking in warmth and consideration, substituting “the good of 

the company” or “the welfare of all” for reciprocal relationships, 

but others are charismatic.

Reactive narcissism develops in people who have been damaged 

in some way. It takes root when phase-appropriate development is 

interrupted, frustrating experiences are poorly handled, and parents 

are either distant and cold or overindulgent and unrealistically 

admiring. In those circumstances, children develop a defective 

sense of identity and have diffi culty maintaining a stable sense of 

self-esteem. As adults, they remain deeply troubled by inadequacy, 

bitterness, anger, depressive thoughts, and lingering feelings of 

emptiness and deprivation. They may develop a sense of entitle-

ment, believing that they deserve special treatment and that rules 

and regulations apply only to others. As a way of mastering their 

feelings of inadequacy and insecurity, they may develop an exag-

gerated sense of self-importance and self-grandiosity and a 
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concomitant need for admiration. They typically lack empathy and 

are unable to perceive and understand how others feel.

Individuals with this reactive orientation frequently distort 

external events in order to manage anxiety and stave off loss and 

disappointment. They create a self-image characterized by special-

ness. As adults, reactive narcissists continue to behave like babies 

who go unheard and lack attention. They have a strong need—

sometimes conscious, sometimes not—to make up for the per-

ceived wrongs done to them at earlier periods in their lives. Having 

been belittled, maltreated, or exploited as children, as adults they’re 

determined to prove they amount to something. If this determina-

tion stops at wanting and working to be valued, reactive narcissism 

can produce healthy fruit. If it turns into envy, spite, greed, gran-

diosity, and vindictiveness, the fruit is sour indeed.

Although it’s intuitively obvious that childhood neglect leads 

to reactive narcissism, it seems a bit ironic that pampering a child 

produces the same result. While the neglected child creates an 

image of specialness to compensate for an inner sense of worthless-

ness, the pampered child develops an infl ated self-image that’s out 

of synch with the real world. Pampered children are led to believe 

that they’re completely lovable and perfect, whatever they do. But 

because perfection is impossible—a fact that all youngsters know, 

having learned it the hard way—these children become anxious 

and insecure, unable to live up to the standards set by their parents. 

Parental overvaluation creates a self-image that’s hard to sustain in 

the real world. The hard truth is this: indulgence on the part of 

the parents has exactly the opposite effect from what’s intended. 

Pampered children don’t feel loved as persons in their own right 

and develop a strong sense of inadequacy.

Excessive praise of a child produces feelings of superiority and 

a sense of being destined for greatness. When such early encour-

agement turns out to be right—that is, when there’s genuine 

talent—the child may be able to live up to the parents’ exaggerated 

expectations. He or she then uses the expectations imposed on him 
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or her as a basis for excellence as the talent is honed. Perhaps this 

is what Freud meant when he noted: “If a man has been his 

mother’s undisputed darling, he retains throughout life the trium-

phant feeling, the confi dence in success, which not seldom brings 

actual success along with it” [12], p. 15. In general, however, 

overpraised children become full of themselves and confl ict-ridden. 

While outwardly they appear grandiose, seductive, competent, and 

articulate, covertly they’re full of self-doubt, envious of others, and 

extremely vulnerable to criticism. Reactive narcissists who attain 

a leadership position can have marked negative effects on their 

organizations.

N A R C I S S I S T I C  P E R S O N A L I T Y  D I S O R D E R S

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the Mental Disorders (DSM-

IV-TR), published by the American Psychiatric Association, con-

tains this broad defi nition of the various narcissistic personality 

disorders:

A pervasive pattern of grandiosity (in fantasy or behavior), need for 

admiration, and lack of empathy, beginning by early adulthood and 

present in a variety of contexts, as indicated by fi ve (or more) of 

the following:

•  has a grandiose sense of self-importance (e.g. exaggerates achieve-

ments and talents, expects to be noticed as superior without com-

mensurate achievements)

•  is preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited success, power, bril-

liance, beauty, or ideal love

•  believes that he or she is “special” and unique and can only be 

understood by, or should associate with, other special or high-

status people (or institutions)

• requires excessive admiration

•  has a sense of entitlement, i.e. unreasonable expectations of es-

pecially favorable treatment or automatic compliance with his or 

her expectations
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•  is interpersonally exploitative, i.e. takes advantage of others to 

achieve his or her own ends

•  lacks empathy: is unwilling to recognize or identify with the 

feelings and needs of others

•  is often envious of others or believes that others are envious of 

him or her

• shows arrogant, haughty behaviors or attitudes [13], p. 717.

There are overtones of mental illness in this description. Certainly 

“ill” and “impaired” would describe the 1 % of people that meet 

the American Psychiatric Association’s full criteria of narcissistic 

personality disorders. However, many of these criteria are also 

applicable, to a lesser degree and not in combination, to narcissistic 

individuals who function more or less normally but nonetheless 

cause serious distress to themselves and others.

In a position of leadership, people suffering from this kind of 

disorder become fi xated on power, status, prestige, and superiority. 

They overvalue their personal worth, arguing that, as exceptional 

people, they deserve special privileges and prerogatives. They act 

in a grandiose, haughty way, expect special favors, fl out conven-

tional rules, and feel entitled; they’re unempathetic, inconsiderate 

to others, exploitative, and unconstrained by objective reality.

Despite the negativity of this description, narcissists are gener-

ally upbeat and optimistic. Unless their sense of superiority is 

challenged, they experience a pervasive feeling of well-being. 

When they’re challenged, however, they exhibit irritability and 

annoyance with others, feelings of dejection, and outbursts of rage. 

When faced with setbacks or failures, they’re masters of self-

deception, inventing plausible reasons for their (temporary) mis-

fortune. This fantasized rationalization helps them cope. If their 

rationalizations are not accepted by others, they fi nd someone else 

to blame for their misfortune.

Some narcissists are motivated by the need to get even for real 

or perceived slights experienced in childhood. The Monte Cristo 

complex, named after the protagonist in Alexandre Dumas’ The 
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Count of Monte Cristo, encompasses feelings of envy, spite, revenge, 

and/or vindictive triumph over those who wronged one. Reactive 

narcissistic leaders with the Monte Cristo complex aren’t prepared 

to share power with anyone, pooling everyone into the enemy 

category. Such leaders rarely even consult with colleagues, prefer-

ring to make all decisions on their own. When they do consult 

others, the gesture is little more than ritualistic.

Whether vindictive or just reactive, narcissistic leaders learn 

little from defeat. Their tendency to scapegoat others when things 

go wrong and to get angry when things don’t go their way are 

simply reenactments of childhood behavior—tantrums, if you will, 

that originate in earlier feelings of helplessness and humiliation. 

When people in positions of power act out in this way, the impact 

on their immediate environment can be devastating. Tantrums 

intimidate followers, who then themselves regress to more child-

like behavior.

A N OT H E R  F I N E  M E S S I E R

Think back to the fi lm Wall Street, in which the protagonist, 

Gordon Gekko, states:

The point is, ladies and gentlemen, greed—for the lack of a better 

word—is good. Greed is right; greed works. Greed clarifi es, cuts 

through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed 

in all its forms—greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge—has 

marked the upward surge of mankind, and greed—you mark my 

words—will not only save Teldar Paper, but that other malfunction-

ing corporation called the USA. (1987)

Unfortunately, Gordon Gekko’s manic, self-centred perspective 

isn’t just the nightmare vision of an over-the-top Hollywood 

scriptwriter. Real executives who have lost any sense of boundaries 

frequently act out similar scenarios. One person whose career mir-

rored Gekko’s rise and fall is Jean-Marie Messier, the ex-CEO of 
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Vivendi Universal, who on 2 July 2002 experienced his own 

private Waterloo when ousted from the company in disgrace.

Messier was France’s most colorful and controversial business 

leader—not French enough for his own compatriots, yet too French 

for his US business partners. In his glory days he went by the 

nickname J6M (pronounced jeeseezem), “Jean-Marie Messier—

moi-même maître du monde,” which, roughly translated, means 

“Jean-Marie Messier, master of the world.” That his nickname 

didn’t displease him—in fact, far from it—is demonstrated by the 

fact that Messier used it as the title of his autobiography, J6M.

COM.

Messier’s early career was stellar. Born in Grenoble, France, in 

1956, he studied at two of the most prestigious French universities, 

the Ecole Polytechnique and the Ecole National d’Administration 

(ENA), which still today turn out most of France’s business and 

political élite. Like all good ENA graduates, Messier held a variety 

of senior roles in the public sector—specifi cally, in the French 

economy ministry during the 1980s—before going into invest-

ment banking. After fi ve years at the investment bank Lazard 

Frères, the government called again, and in 1994 Messier agreed 

to take over as head of the utility group Compagnie Générale des 

Eaux.

Messier immediately set about transforming the 150-year-old 

utility group, whose core activities were collecting refuse and 

running sewage plants. Throwing every sound strategic consider-

ation about the rules of diversifi cation into the air, he decided to 

turn CGE into a glamorous global media and telecommunications 

giant. Within six years, the business had been renamed Vivendi 

Universal and had become the world’s second largest media 

company (after AOL-Time Warner), with newly acquired holdings 

such as Universal Studios in Hollywood, the record label Universal 

Music, and the French TV station Canal Plus. Further acquisitions 

in Europe provided Vivendi with mobile telecom services, theme 

parks, and educational publishing businesses. The company was 
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now a long way from the unglamorous world of the original 

French utility fi rm.

The scale of the transformation and the unabashed global 

ambitions that Messier revealed while still in his early 40s made 

him unpopular in France, where business leaders rarely display 

such fl amboyance and brashness. His increasingly public style 

evoked more and more resentment among the members of the 

French business community and its commentators. That resent-

ment spilled over when Messier decided to move to New York, 

where he lived in a € 20 million apartment that was paid for by 

Vivendi. He then made things even worse by remarking that “the 

French cultural exception is dead”—a reference to the French 

government’s practice (in his view, outdated) of subsidizing French 

art and culture. As a Frenchman, he should have known better 

than to condemn one of France’s sacred cows: these subsidies were 

widely regarded as a barrier against the dominance of the US 

entertainment industry. On the business side, things were equally 

bad. With the decline in the economy and the onset of recession 

in the late 1990s, it became obvious that Vivendi’s expansion had 

been built largely on acquisitions, many of which had been dra-

matically overpriced. Under Messier, Vivendi spent close to $ 100 

billion acquiring interests in fi lm, music, publishing, and the Inter-

net, racking up close to $ 19 billion debt. Unfortunately, culture 

integration—the logical (and diffi cult) step after any buyout—was 

neither a priority nor a strength for Messier.

In March 2002, Vivendi Universal presented a € 13.6 billion 

loss for 2001, resulting in a large downward revision in the value 

of its assets. Company shares plummeted as investors became 

nervous. With this development, Messier lost the confi dence of the 

fi rm’s important North American shareholders, including the 

Bronfman family, former owners of Seagram (the drinks and 

entertainment giant), which had merged with Vivendi two years 

earlier and whose family fortune had been signifi cantly reduced 

by Vivendi’s escapades. The company that had once been worth 
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about $ 100 billion was suddenly worth less than a fi fth of that 

amount, with some investment analysts saying that it would be 

more valuable if sold in pieces [14].

The situation was so grim that the board called for Messier’s 

resignation which he fi nally tendered with the remark, “I am quit-

ting so that Vivendi Universal may remain.” Time magazine’s Paris 

correspondent wrote:

In France, Messier’s name is now close to dirt—which also approxi-

mates Vivendi Universal’s stock price. Shares have dropped around 

70 % since the start of the year and nearly 40 % in the week of 

Messier’s eviction. “Vivendi Universal has always been about, by 

and for Messier—which worked as long as markets believed in the 

man,” says economist Elie Cohen. “When the stock declined and 

Messier proved incapable of reversing it, that’s when market percep-

tions, Messier’s reputation and Vivendi itself crumbled” (Time 

Europe, 15 July 2002, p. 20).

Messier was replaced at Vivendi Universal by Jean Fourtou, a man 

thought to be the polar opposite of Messier. Fourtou quickly set 

out to salvage what was salvageable of the shattered company. In 

the meantime, Messier decided to fi ght for his golden parachute, 

provided for in a termination clause that had been written into 

the American part of his contract with Vivendi. This was not an 

easy task. A French court immediately froze the € 20.6 million 

severance payment, noting that the board hadn’t approved it and 

was waiting for a vote from the shareholders. The New York tri-

bunal to which Messier took his case ordered Vivendi to go ahead 

with the payment, but Vivendi and the shareholders refused, point-

ing out how nonsensical the payment would be when Messier was 

responsible for destroying the value of the company. A class action 

lawsuit was started in the US by Vivendi shareholders, claiming 

that Messier had lied to them about the company’s fi nancial health 

in the last months of his tenure.

Messier’s own point of view remained very clear: nothing that 

had happened to the company was his fault. Blame lay with various 

people who had not left him enough time and space to take the 
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steps needed to turn Vivendi around. Furthermore, he claimed, 

he was entitled to the golden parachute, since it was part of the 

severance package and had been agreed to at a time when the board 

knew to what extent he had run down Vivendi. Messier reasoned 

that if board members had signed the agreement despite this 

knowledge, it was their problem. While admitting that the size of 

the severance package might shock the French business commu-

nity, he demanded that the promise be honoured. However, he 

was not his own best advocate, conveniently forgetting many pre-

vious comments he had made—comments freely accessible to 

anyone who read his autobiography. For example, in response to 

the earlier exit of one of his French colleagues, Philippe Jaffré, 

ex-CEO of Elf, he wrote: “If I had been on the board of Elf, I 

would never have agreed to the golden parachute Philippe Jaffré 

was given.”1 Most damaging to his own case was his condemnation 

of golden parachutes generally:

The possibility of being fi red by the shareholders  .  .  .  is one of the 

usual risks of being a business leader.  .  .  .  You are paid for that. And 

well paid, too. I don’t think that these special compensations—the 

so-called golden parachutes that are so much talked about—are 

justifi ed for people in this position. My contract does not include 

any of these. And I give my word to the Board of Directors never 

to negotiate one. You can’t have your cake and eat it, too.  .  .  .  I am 

for giving leaders the possibility to become rich, but they have to 

accept the risks, too.2

1 Messier 2002, p. 190: ‘J’aurais été administrateur d’Elf, je n’aurais pas voté le 

golden parachute qui a été accordé à Philippe Jaffré.’
2 Messier op cit. ‘L’éventualité d’être viré par ses actionnaires, lors d’une OPA 

ou pour toute autre raison fait partie des risques normaux du métier de patron. 

Quand on est nommé à la tête d’une entreprise, petite ou grande, on sait que 

l’on est révocable ad nutum, c’est à dire à tout moment sur simple décision du 

conseil d’administration. On est payé pour ça. Et bien payé. Les indemnités 

spéciales—ces golden parachutes qui défraient la chronique—ne se justifi ent 

donc pas selon moi pour les mandataires sociaux. Mon contrat ne prévoit aucune 

clause de ce genre. Et je m’engage vis-à-vis de mon conseil d’administration à 

ne jamais en négocier. On ne peut pas avoir le beurre et l’argent du beurre: des 
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Greed, hubris, and vanity drove Messier to build the sort of busi-

ness empire no Frenchman (and few Americans) had ever achieved 

before. Water utilities weren’t glamorous enough for this twenty-

fi rst century Napoleon, so he moved to greener pastures; but 

Hollywood became his Moscow. His audacity and pomposity 

masked incompetence and ignorance of the media business—

indeed, of business in general. Worse, once he had destroyed most 

of the value of a number of formerly successful, independent com-

panies with his reckless ambition and his lack of operational 

aptitude, he found other people to blame. And even after so much 

value-destruction, his greed didn’t dissipate: Messier claimed an 

exorbitant sum of money as his right! Seldom in business history 

have we seen such a case of vanity and greed. And yet Messier 

apparently never recognized how many lives were damaged because 

of his antics; how many people lost their jobs.

Among the French press, the nickname J6M now stands for 

“Jean-Marie Messier: moi-même mis en examen” (being investi-

gated), in honour of Messier’s pursuit by the French courts for 

manipulation de cours, diffusion de fausses informations, and abus 

de biens sociaux (manipulation of the stock market, spreading of 

false information, and abuse of social goods). If cynicism were a 

crime, Messier could also be indicted for shameless lying: in his 

book, he declared himself a new kind of leader, one who would 

never, never claim a golden parachute; behaving like a spoiled 

child: at the general management meeting that preceded his fall, 

Messier, furious at having his proposal to redirect share options 

blocked by share holders, started procedures to cancel the meeting, 

arguing that the votes had been rigged.3

stock-options pour se constituer un patrimoine et un parachute au cas ou cela 

tournerait mal. Dieu sait si je suis partisan de donner aux dirigeants la possibilité 

de s’enrichir mais qu’ils en assument les risques.’
3 ‘Si le cynisme était un délit, J6m aurait aussi pu être poursuivi pour mensonge 

éhonté: dans son livre, il jurait être un manager de type nouveau qui ne récla-

merait jamais, ô grand jamai de “golden parachute”; —caprice d’enfant 
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Messier’s fl ight into grandiosity, vanity, and greed isn’t excep-

tional in the world of business, except in degree. He’s in very bad 

company. His more outrageous peers include Global Crossing 

Chairman Gary Winnick, whom Fortune called “the emperor of 

greed.” Winnick cashed in $ 735 million in stock over four years 

while leading his company into bankruptcy. Kenneth Lay, chair-

man of Enron, succeeded in bringing his company crashing to the 

ground (with the help of his CEO, Jeffrey Skilling, and his fi nan-

cial wizard, Andrew Fastow), leaving thousands of employees 

jobless. Dennis Kozlowski, the toppled titan of Tyco, was found 

guilty in June 2005 by a New York jury of fraud, conspiracy, and 

grand larceny for looting his own company to the tune of $ 600 

million. Bernard Ebbers, the former CEO of WorldCom, turned 

a small Mississippi long-distance operator into one of the world’s 

biggest telecom providers before engaging in questionable account-

ing practices that precipitated the biggest bankruptcy in US cor-

porate history. In March 2005 a federal jury in New York convicted 

Ebbers on all nine counts of the charge that he helped mastermind 

an $ 11 billion accounting fraud at WorldCom; they sentenced him 

to 25 years in prison. All these leading executives ignored the rules 

of civilized organizational behavior.

Narcissistic leadership isn’t limited to the business sphere, of 

course. In fact, one of the best examples of reactive narcissism 

available is in the political arena. The infamous nineteenth-century 

African warrior King Shaka Zulu, who achieved considerable 

advances in his effort to create a great nation, illuminates the dark 

side of leadership.

trop gâté: lors de l’assemblée générale houleuse qui a précédé sa chute, Jean-

Marie Messier, furieux d’avoir vu son projet d’accorder des stocks-options aux 

dirigeants du groupe retoqué par une fronde d’actionnaire, avait entamé des 

procédures d’annulation de l’AG, arguant que les votes étaient sûrement truqués.’ 

Peter Covel, Le Cordelier, 25 June 2004.
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When we examine the early life of this terrifying Zulu—a 

man who’s still held in awe in his home country—we fi nd ample 

explanation for his narcissism. An unwanted child, he was expelled 

from his parents’ tribe. Terrorized by other children, he became 

lonely and bitter and quickly learned to defend himself fi ercely. 

His fi ghting skills brought him to the attention of a local king, 

who became the young man’s mentor. Under this king’s guidance, 

Shaka Zulu became the successful leader of a small Zulu tribe at 

the edge of the kingdom. When his mentor was killed, Shaka Zulu 

stepped in as his successor.

During his years as king, Shaka transformed his people’s ritu-

alistic fi ghting technique, introducing a deadly new stabbing spear 

(the assegai), an improved shield, and a devastating new form of 

attack. He hardened his warriors for combat, improving their 

endurance and success rate. In a long campaign, Shaka conquered 

tribe after tribe and established a large kingdom in what’s now 

Kwazulu-Natal in South Africa. He terrorized not only those 

tribes not under his rule, but also his own subjects, who lived 

under the permanent threat of impalement (or whatever other 

cruel form of execution their king might choose). During Shaka 

Zulu’s brutal reign, around 2 million people lost their lives. By 

virtue of military strength, persuasive religious ritual, and an effec-

tive secret service, Shaka ruled until 1828. His family members 

fi nally led a conspiracy against him, which ended in the despot’s 

murder at the age of 41 [15].

The psychological consequences of a confl ict-ridden childhood 

and youth go a long way toward explaining Shaka’s excessive reac-

tive narcissistic behavior, complete with vindictiveness and venge-

fulness, paranoia, delusions of persecution, excessive pride, feelings 

of rage, and an inability to develop intimate relationships. Fur-

thermore, we can draw clear parallels between Shaka’s behavior 

and that of other, more contemporary despotic leaders, including 

Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Kim Jong Il, and Saddam Hussein.
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As these leadership examples illustrate—Messier on a lesser 

scale and Shaka on a more grandiose scale—the possession of 

unlimited power has a negative transforming effect. In workplaces 

around the world, even the mildest narcissists seize the opportu-

nity, when it presents itself, to reincarnate themselves as living 

gods. In that transformation, they lose the ability to distinguish 

between fantasy and reality. Like Messier and Shaka Zulu, reactive 

narcissists who head companies are preoccupied with glory, power, 

status, and prestige. Restless and bored when they’re not in the 

limelight, they’re fl agrant attention-seekers [16]. They live in a 

world of instant gratifi cation, exhibiting excesses of pomposity, 

arrogance, envy, greed, rage, and vindictiveness in dealing with 

the external environment. Their disregard for rules and the con-

ventions of social structure leads them to engage in unethical 

behavior, while their tendency to blame others if things go wrong 

leads to a culture of fear.

The excitement generated by a charismatic narcissistic leader 

is temporary; it easily wears off. Too often, and too soon, the dark 

side of narcissistic leadership behavior overshadows the initial ben-

efi ts. Narcissistic leaders frequently reveal a lack of conviction and 

a tendency to resort to political expediency at the cost of long-term 

goals. Actions that were originally interpreted as bold and im-

aginative are gradually exposed as short-term opportunism. Their 

inability to accept criticism or the free exchange of ideas, their 

self-righteousness and self-centeredness, their poor problem-

solving, and their inability to compromise impair organizational 

functioning and prevent organizational adaptation to internal and 

external changes. In extreme cases this sends the organization into 

a downward spiral.

One of a leader’s most important roles is to address the emo-

tional needs of his or her subordinates. Leaders at Messier’s and 

Shaka Zulu’s extreme end of the reactive narcissism spectrum are 

unable to handle this. They disregard their subordinates’ depen-
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dency needs and take advantage of their loyalty. This narcissistic 

attitude encourages submissiveness and passive dependency in 

subordinates, stifl ing their critical functions and their reality-

testing skills. Narcissists’ lack of commitment to others, their 

blithe discarding of subordinates who no longer serve a selfi sh 

purpose, their narrow self-interests, and their search for new 

alliances preclude a creative, innovative organizational cul-

ture. Indeed, these traits practically guarantee organizational 

self-destruction.

LO S T  I N  S PAC E :  I N T R O D U C I N G 

T H E  T-WO R D

In order to understand how the psychopathology of relationships 

between narcissistic individuals and others works, we have to 

grasp the concept of transference, introduced in the previous 

chapter. Transference is the name that psychoanalysts use for a 

patient’s present-day repetition of childlike ways of relating that 

were learned in early life. The unconscious redirection of feel-

ings from one person to another, transference results in emo-

tional confusion regarding time and place [17]–[18]. In essence, 

it suggests that no relationship is a new relationship; every rela-

tionship one experiences is colored by the nature of previous 

relationships.

During analysis, the patient begins to transfer thoughts and 

feelings connected with parents, siblings, or other infl uential 

fi gures in their life to the therapist. For example, a patient who is 

hostile toward his father may experience that same hostility in 

exchanges with his therapist; a patient who is loving toward her 

mother may feel a parallel version of that love for her therapist. 

Recognizing and discussing transference helps the patient gain 

insight into the ways he or she relates to other people in present 

life.
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Although the word transference conjures up images of the 

analyst’s couch, it’s a phenomenon that all of us are familiar with: 

all of us act out transferential (or historical) reactions on a daily 

basis, regardless of what we do. Understanding the process of 

transference is critical to being able to understand the nature of 

the leader-follower interface. Executives arguing in the board-

room over issues of corporate strategy are unconsciously still 

dealing with parental fi gures and siblings over issues of power. 

The subordinate whose inability to listen reminds the CEO of 

his father, or the colleague whose unpredictability reminds 

another executive of her mother, inspires in the adult the same 

feelings that those particular people inspired in the child. The 

psychological imprints of our early caregivers—particularly our 

parents—cause this time-place confusion and make us act toward 

others in the present as if they were signifi cant people from the 

past. These imprints stay with us and guide our interactions 

throughout our lives.

Two important subtypes of transferential pattern are espe-

cially common in the workplace: mirroring and idealizing [16]. 

These traits are important to our discussion here because they’re 

often exaggerated in reactive narcissists. Let’s look at each in 

turn:

Mirroring. It’s said that the fi rst mirror a baby looks into is its 

mother’s face. Starting with that fi rst mirror, the process of 

mirroring—taking our cues about being and behaving from 

those around us—becomes an ongoing aspect of our daily lives 

and our relationships with others. Within organizations, the 

mirroring process between leaders and followers can become 

collusive. Followers use leaders to refl ect what they want to see, 

and leaders rarely resist that kind of affi rmation. The result is a 

mutual admiration society. Leaders who are fully paid up 

members tend to take actions designed to shore up their image 

rather than serve the needs of the organization. In times of rapid 
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change, embedded mirroring processes can be fatal to organ-

izations. When things change quickly, we all need to be able to 

face the new reality and evolve quickly to meet developing 

challenges.

Idealizing. We all idealize people important to us, beginning 

with our fi rst caretakers, assigning powerful imagery to them. 

Through this idealizing process, we hope to combat feelings of 

helplessness and acquire some of the power of the person admired. 

Idealizing transference is a kind of protective shield for followers. 

Reactive narcissists are especially responsive to this sort of admi-

ration, often becoming so dependent on it that they can’t func-

tion without the emotional fi x. It’s a two-way street, of course: 

followers project their fantasies onto their leaders, and leaders 

mirror themselves in the glow of their followers. The result for 

leaders who are reactive narcissists—and the Messier case is a 

good example of this—is that the combination of disposition and 

position wreaks havoc on reality-testing: affected leaders are 

happy to fi nd themselves in a hall of mirrors that lets them see 

only what they want to see. In this world of illusion, the bound-

aries that defi ne normal work processes disappear, at least for the 

entitled leader, who has nothing to restrain him or her from 

acting inappropriately, irresponsibly, or even unethically. Any 

follower who challenges the leader’s behavior risks triggering a 

tantrum.

A close relative of transference is a defensive maneuver known as 

identifi cation with the aggressor. When faced with an aggressive 

leader, followers become anxious. To overcome that anxiety, some 

followers resort to a defensive process known as identifi cation with 

the aggressor. When people fi nd themselves in the presence of a 

superior force with the power to do unpleasant things to them, 

they feel a strong incentive to become like that superior force, as 
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a form of protection against future aggression [15]; [19]. In full-

fl edged identifi cation with the aggressor, individuals impersonate 

the aggressor, assuming the latter’s attributes and gradually moving 

from being threatened to making (and carrying out) threats. The 

more extreme the actions of the leader, the more aggressive the 

self-defense has to be—and the more tempting it is for subjects to 

strengthen themselves by becoming part of the system and sharing 

the aggressor’s power.

Although people who identifi ed with the aggressor were the 

backbone of the security forces of leaders such as Shaka Zulu, Adolf 

Hitler, and Saddam Hussein, they can also be found skulking 

around the water coolers in offi ces headed by reactive narcissists. 

For them, the organizational world is starkly black and white. 

People are either for or against their leader. Those who hesitate or 

refuse to collaborate become the new villains, providing fresh 

targets for the leader’s (and loyal followers’) anger. Supporters help 

to deal with the leader’s enemies and thus share his or her guilt 

for any wrongdoing—a guilt that can be endlessly fed with new 

scapegoats, the designated villains on whom the group exacts 

revenge whenever things go wrong. These scapegoats fulfi ll an 

important function: they’re a point of reference on which to 

project everything people fear, everything perceived as bad or 

threatening.

D O W N S I Z I N G  T H E  N A R C I S S I S T

Given the number of grandiose, vain, and greedy senior executives 

we have all known, it’s clear that many boards of directors haven’t 

been as effective as they could have been. While on rare occasions 

a board will act to disempower a narcissistic leader who’s harming 

the organization, board members generally fail to recognize the 

danger signs associated with narcissistic behavior and with 
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psychological pressures on the CEO. But organizations need not 

be helpless in the face of reactive narcissistic leadership. They can 

take action, both preemptive and follow-up. Strategies include 

distributing decision-making and erecting barriers against runaway 

leadership; improving the selection, education, and evaluation of 

board members; and offering coaching and counseling to execu-

tives showing signs of excessive narcissism.

The fi rst strategy, distributing decision-making and erecting 

barriers against runaway leadership, is best effected through struc-

tural mechanisms—a system of leadership checks-and-balances. 

This entails clearly and specifi cally detailing the roles of the CEO 

and the board. Combining the roles of CEO and chairman in one 

person is an invitation to disaster. There are very few leaders who 

can resist the siren call of this sort of power.

The second strategy focuses on those who work closely with 

the CEO. Organizations that want to avoid the dangers of nar-

cissistic leadership must have structures in place to guide the selec-

tion, education, and evaluation of board members. These men and 

women must be taught to recognize the danger signs associated 

with potentially destructive narcissistic behavior and be willing to 

tighten the reins if the CEO pulls away. Latent narcissistic tenden-

cies suppressed by a young, high-potential executive on the way 

up the career ladder are likely to blossom when that person reaches 

his or her ultimate goal and the pressures from peers and superiors 

lose their power. The power of high offi ce can make a monster 

out of someone who has hitherto seemed a very reasonable human 

being. Even constructive narcissists can go astray, though reactive 

narcissists are far more susceptible. Thus board members need to 

be on guard against collusion between predisposition and position 

and draw boundaries—dismissal of the CEO being the ultimate 

sanction—when executive behavior warrants it.

Organizations must also establish systems of accountability to 

encourage the participation of employees and shareholders in cor-

porate decision-making, thereby balancing the power equation. 
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Actively involved shareholders, particularly institutional investors, 

will help solve many corporate challenges. This sort of structuring 

can prevent the emergence of extreme oligarchic corporate struc-

tures, in which CEOs completely control the agenda and manage 

(in the US at least) to be paid 500 times as much as their lowest-

paid employee. Corporations that establish such countervailing 

powers are better equipped to create wealth and compete in global 

markets.

The third strategy typically comes into play only when nar-

cissistic behavior has already been detected in an executive: offer-

ing counseling and coaching. While the wisdom of experienced 

board members can often modify potentially destructive behavior, 

a board that feels unequal to the task can turn to professional help 

(see Chapters 10 and 11). Unfortunately, few reactive narcissists 

are willing to accept professional help. Part of their self-delusion 

is that they’re able to solve their problems by themselves.

If they do accept professional help, it will probably be because 

of personal pain, not board pressure. The weight of the typical 

symptoms—dissatisfaction with life, feelings of futility, a lack of 

purpose, a sense of being fraudulent, the absence of meaningful 

relationships, a lack of excitement at work, the inability to step out 

of their routines, mood swings, and hypochondria—may fi nally 

become too much. Frequently, however, the motivation is a major 

life event such as separation, divorce, or a signifi cant professional 

setback, sometimes in conjunction with depression. It’s important 

to recognize what these complaints represent, because they’re the 

foundations on which individuals and organizations can build a 

change effort.

Since narcissists fail to take personal responsibility for their 

failures, intervention by a coach or psychotherapist is likely to be 

an uphill struggle. Narcissists see others as the source of all their 

problems, and the sense of personal infallibility exhibited by exces-

sive narcissists is diffi cult to change. Such individuals can be mas-

terfully seductive at inducting the therapist/leadership coach into 
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their own mutual admiration society, attempting, sometimes suc-

cessfully, to persuade him or her that the problem isn’t their 

responsibility.

Another hindrance to psychological intervention is the nar-

cissist’s hypersensitivity to negative feedback. Even constructive 

feedback is perceived as humiliating criticism. Narcissistic indi-

viduals need to learn to tolerate constructive feedback about their 

behavior and actions. They need time to realize that most human 

imperfections aren’t catastrophic. And they need time to learn to 

become more sensitive about the feelings of others, become more 

willing to seek out cooperative forms of social behavior, and 

understand that reaching out to others can be gratifying.

The key challenges for the psychoanalyst, psychotherapist or 

leadership coach are to enable such people to recognize their own 

responsibility, regardless of the mess they fi nd themselves in, and to 

make them aware of the primitive defensive processes they’re 

engaged in. Narcissists have to understand the destructive nature of 

their defensive behavior and reduce their reliance on infantile fan-

tasies of power and glory. They need to be helped to construct more 

realistic, attainable fantasies that help to build self-esteem. There’s 

no quick fi x for the trauma of having been deceived, exploited, or 

manipulated at some critical early developmental period. Healing 

is a lengthy and diffi cult process. Psychopharmacological interven-

tion may be needed to ward off depressive feelings.

In The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, T. E. Lawrence wrote: “All men 

dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty 

recesses of their minds wake in the day to fi nd that it was vanity: 

but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act 

their dream with open eyes, to make it possible.” If narcissistic 

behavior can be channeled into more positive directions, it can be 

the motor that drives a successful organization. If not, employees 

and shareholders, along with the defeated narcissist, may pay the 

price in disillusionment and broken dreams.
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I told the doctor I was overtired, anxiety-ridden, compulsively 

active, constantly depressed, with recurring fi ts of paranoia. Turns 

out I’m normal.

—Jules Feiffer

If from infancy you treat children as gods they are liable in adult-

hood to act like devils.

—P. D. James

To be normal is the ideal aim of the unsuccessful.

—Carl Gustav Jung

Be master of mind rather than mastered by mind.

—Zen Proverb

There’s a Zen story of a frog that was swimming happily in a river, 

minding his own business. Suddenly, he heard a voice calling out 

to him. Swimming toward the sound, the frog saw a scorpion 
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standing on the riverbank. The scorpion said, “I need to get across 

the river. Please give me a ride.” The frog was skeptical. “I know 

your type,” he said. “Scorpions sting. How do I know you won’t 

kill me if I try to help you?” The scorpion said, “Why would I 

do that? If I kill you, I’ll die too, because I can’t swim.”

This made sense to the frog, and he agreed to take the scorpion 

across the river. The scorpion crawled on to the frog’s back and 

the frog slid into the water. But halfway across the river, the frog 

suddenly felt a sharp sting in his back and, out of the corner of his 

eye, saw the scorpion remove his stinger. “You fool!” the frog 

croaked. “Now we’ll both die! Why on earth did you do that?”

“I couldn’t help myself,” the scorpion admitted. “It’s my 

character.”

A  Q U E S T I O N  O F  C H A R AC T E R

Character is the sum of the deeply ingrained patterns of behavior 

that defi ne an individual. The word character derives from the 

Greek word meaning “engraving.” Our character, sometimes 

referred to as our personality, is what distinguishes us from others; 

it’s the stamp impressed on us by nature and nurture that defi nes 

who we really are [1]–[9]. It’s a composite of the habits that we 

choose and develop, but that gradually come to drive us. There’s 

a saying that warns, Watch your thoughts; they become your 

words. Watch your words; they become your actions. Watch your 

actions; they become your habits. Watch your habits; they become 

your character. Watch your character; it will become your destiny. 

And that’s not always good: as August Strindberg once said, “Man 

with a so-called character is often a simple piece of mechanism; 

he has often only one point of view for the extremely complicated 

relationships of life.”

Some students of psychology take pains to distinguish charac-

ter from personality, maintaining that the former encompasses the 
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deep, underlying structures that make a person distinctive, while 

personality involves only visible, superfi cial behavior. The term 

character often has moral connotations that personality lacks: 

we talk about someone having a “good” or “bad” character, for 

example. Certainly there’s ample opportunity for confusion 

between the terms. In this chapter, however, character and per-

sonality are used interchangeably to signify the same thing.

Character, or personality, is central to the way people perceive 

themselves and to the way they present themselves in a public 

setting. As Carl Jung once said, “Personality is the supreme realiz-

ation of the innate idiosyncrasy of a living being.” Personality 

determines motivation and ambition and dictates the way a person 

relates to his or her internal and external world. It colors the nature 

and quality of one’s relationships with others and infl uences the 

way each person pursues his or her goals in life. Personality shapes 

ideals, values, beliefs, patterns of information-processing, and lead-

ership style. It also affects a person’s moral compass—that amalgam 

of moral, ethical, and motivational principles that guides an indi-

vidual through life. The above-quoted saying is probably correct: 

character is destiny.

As we saw in Chapter 2, early experiences infl uence the devel-

opment of an individual’s emerging psychological structures and 

create personality traits—constant and long-lasting aspects of an 

individual’s way of functioning. Although the genesis of behavior, 

emotions, attitudes, and defense mechanisms can be traced back 

to infancy, personality traits tend to become more prominent in 

adolescence or early adulthood. They persist throughout life and 

affect every aspect of everyday behavior. And they do so rather 

predictably: specifi c personality types are associated with certain 

belief systems and behavior patterns and distinctive leadership 

styles.

As the years go by and a person matures, some personality 

traits may cause interpersonal problems. Common traits such as 

stinginess, generosity, vindictiveness, arrogance, and independence 
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pervade a wide range of personal and social situations, and they’re 

generally little more than a nuisance. If one or more of these traits 

become rigid and self-defeating, however, they can impair social 

and professional functioning. When that’s the case, we say that a 

person suffers from a character or personality disorder —that is, he 

or she experiences infl exible behavior patterns that cause internal 

distress and signifi cantly impair day-to-day functioning. Gener-

ally, though, these traits and behaviors are egosyntonic, meaning 

that they’re such an intrinsic part of the personality that they’re 

invisible to their “owner.”

Those who study character look at it in a number of different 

ways. One group of researchers takes the construct-centered or 

nomothetic perspective [10]. They look at character in an abstract 

sense, not as grounded in the behavior of any particular person. 

Typically they formulate a categorical typology such as paranoid 

or compulsive to help clinicians make quick assessments of the way 

a particular individual is functioning. But categories, unfortu-

nately, have limitations: because they tend to be fi xed, they limit 

the number of slots into which a person can fi t. As a result, strange, 

infrequent, or hybrid conditions have to be excluded, since they 

don’t fi t the prescribed categories.

Some researchers who object to the restrictions of the con-

struct-centered approach favor what’s called a dimensional trait 

profi le approach. This option, which allows for a greater degree 

of fl exibility in looking at people, looks for an underlying logic in 

how character traits are expressed in the external world. It sets up 

axes such as active/passive and self/other and then profi les an 

individual against those axes: Is the subject inclined to take in-

itiative in shaping the events in his or her life, for example, or does 

the subject prefer to simply respond to events (active/passive)? Is 

the subject’s emotional energy directed toward the self or toward 

others (self/other)? The trait approach assumes that character is 

built on basic behavioral matrixes such as these, which ultimately 

determine a person’s unique imprint on the external world.
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There are a number of problems with the trait approach, 

however. The fi rst is how to arrive at agreement about which traits 

to include. There’s no easy answer to this dilemma; trait theorists 

disagree strenuously about the nature and number of traits needed 

to represent a person adequately. Furthermore, there’s the tempta-

tion to create confi gurations of traits that look suspiciously like 

categories—and lo and behold, the trait theorists have paradox-

ically arrived at the very sort of categorization their method is 

designed to avoid.

But whether they talk about categories or traits, any sensitive 

researcher, psychotherapist, or leadership coach realizes that people 

are far too complex to be summarized in a simple personality 

description. Furthermore, labeling people can be a weapon of 

denigration. To quote Jean Paul Sartre, “Once you label me, you 

defeat me.” And, in any case, taxonomies provide only provisional 

answers at best. They’re just a starting point for describing an 

individual and must be modifi ed when more evidence becomes 

available.

Proponents of the ideographic approach take such warnings 

about all forms of taxonomy seriously. While the nomothetic and 

trait approaches ask what general observations can be made about 

a person, the ideographic approach asks how the person has become 

the unique individual he or she is and emphasizes the individual 

complexity and uniqueness of each person. Because every person 

is special (the argument goes), nobody can be understood through 

abstract, universal laws or by measuring dimensions of individual 

difference. To understand personality properly, a rich developmen-

tal approach is needed, one that refl ects the person’s own previous 

history—a biographical approach, if you will. The main drawback 

to the ideographic approach is that, in rejecting any form of tax-

onomy, it creates an indefi nite number of possibilities.

I would argue that both the nomothetic and the ideographic 

extremes are unsatisfactory. While the nomothetic perspective fails 

to take into account the uniqueness of each individual, the 
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ideographic perspective fails to consider the need for individual 

comparisons. I favor a variant of the nomothetic approach, looking 

at personality in the form of general prototypes—constructs that 

are fl exible, without discrete boundaries [5]; [11]. A prototype 

delineates the most common features of people within a specifi c 

category—for example, within the category of people who are 

drawn to others we fi nd the dramatic, controlling, dependent, and 

self-defeating prototypes. It describes a theoretical construct and 

establishes a standard to which others can be compared. No person 

matches a prototype perfectly, of course; people simply approxi-

mate one prototype (or two or even more prototypes) over others, 

to varying degrees. Thus prototypes are conceptual anchoring 

points around which facts and observations about specifi c indi-

viduals can cluster. They’re clinical points of departure, heuristic 

devices used to impose order in a highly complex area by inter-

weaving categorical and dimensional propositions.

A S S E S S I N G  L E A D E R S  A N D  F O L LO W E R S

It’s diffi cult to construct a yardstick by which to judge the person-

ality styles of leaders and followers. Personality traits that would 

be considered aberrant in ordinary circumstances may be essential 

ingredients of success for someone in a leadership or follower role. 

Some organizations are themselves dysfunctional, and people 

with highly dysfunctional dispositions can fl ourish in them while 

“normal” people would be consumed. Nevertheless it is useful to 

examine various styles of leading and following and attempt to 

conclude which offer people the greatest chance of success.

Everyone, including both leaders and followers within organ-

izations, is engaged in a metaphorical form of theater, as I noted 

earlier. This theater follows specifi c scripts based on imagined, 

desired, and feared relationships between the individual and his or 
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her signifi cant others, both past and present. These core confl ictual 

relationship themes, introduced in Chapter 1, profoundly infl uence 

affective and cognitive states and behavior and sometimes contrib-

ute to specifi c collusive relationships [12]. In these “stage activi-

ties,” patterns of the past are reenacted in the present. To quote 

the psychoanalyst Joyce McDougall:

Each secret-theatre self is  .  .  .  engaged in repeatedly playing roles 

from the past, using techniques discovered in childhood and repro-

ducing, with uncanny precision, the same tragedies and comedies, 

with the same outcomes and an identical quota of pain and pleasure. 

What were once attempts at self-cure in the face of mental pain and 

confl ict are now symptoms that the adult I produces following for-

gotten childhood solutions [13] p. 7.

Studying prototypes and analysing personality invites us to look 

beneath the surface and make inferences about the origin of these 

patterns of behavior.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-

IV-Tr) [1], published by the American Psychiatric Association, is 

more specifi c about these stage activities, and classifi es different 

personality syndromes as a number of prototypes, according to 

their various distinguishing characteristics. What follows in this 

and the next two chapters is a brief look at some of these proto-

types, largely, but not solely, based on DSM-IV-Tr. One of the 

DSM-IV-Tr prototypes, the narcissistic type (a self-contained pro-

totype), I considered so important to the study of leadership that 

I devoted Chapter 2 to it.

For purposes of illustration and clarity, I will present fairly 

extreme versions of the different prototypes I deal with—that is, 

dysfunctional versions. Remember, though, that prototypes aren’t 

depictions of mental disorders: each one includes the entire range 

of human behavior, from normal to dysfunctional, because nor-

mality and pathology are relative concepts, positions on a spec-

trum. Furthermore, as I said earlier, most people are hybrids, 
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showing a mixture of the various styles, with no single style 

dominating to any signifi cant extent. The prototypes, then, 

should be seen as useful forms of shorthand that help the reader 

see certain elements of personality that are often not immediately 

identifi able.

In describing these personality prototypes, I will expand the 

descriptions given in DSM-IV-Tr and refer to elements such as 

behavior, emotion, defensive structure, intrapsychic organization, 

and development, examining how effective or ineffective each 

style can be in an organizational setting. DSM-IV-Tr doesn’t 

offer an exhaustive listing of personality constructs. The listing it 

includes was a political compromise about prototypes arrived at 

among psychiatrists and psychologists from many different back-

grounds and disciplines. In addition, some acknowledged concepts 

were excluded from the listing because the psychiatric task force 

studying the concepts decided that some weren’t suffi ciently well 

defi ned to meet increasingly rigorous standards of defi nition and 

thus didn’t warrant a full-blown classifi cation in the manual. I have 

included a few of these, believing that certain behavior patterns 

are hard to pin down precisely because they’re so covert, common, 

and widely variable.

The prototypes presented in the DSM-IV-Tr fi t into a rela-

tional matrix. Generally, individuals favor one of four broad ways 

of relating to others: moving toward people, moving away from 

people, and moving against people [14], and fi nally narcissistic 

types, as discussed in the previous chapter, move against people, 

though they do so out of the wish that others would move toward 

them. Several personality prototypes fi t within each way of relat-

ing. The remainder of this chapter looks at people within the fi rst 

relational mode: people who are driven to move toward others. 

Though such individuals share a great need for attention and affec-

tion, they fall into four different prototypes: dramatic, controlling, 

dependent, and self-defeating. We will start with the dramatic 

disposition.
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T H E  D R A M AT I C  D I S P O S I T I O N

Anne Murphy1 had just been appointed senior account executive 

in a stellar advertising fi rm. This was a surprise to many of her 

colleagues, who thought she lacked the discipline to hold down a 

senior position and felt that she had already progressed in the 

company as far as she ever would—or should. Although good at 

selling herself, she made client presentations that were vague and 

superfi cial to the point of being incoherent, she had been known 

to deal unprofessionally with major clients, and she seemed to 

lack the powers of logic necessary to assess and address complex 

situations.

This tough assessment of Anne was consistent with her col-

leagues’ early opinions of her. Almost from the fi rst, she had been 

considered strong on impressions but weak on details, facts, plans, 

and logic. For example, the summaries she prepared of important 

discussions were so void of substance that it was diffi cult for others 

to move from the summaries to a specifi c action plan; her poor 

attention to detail made collaboration with colleagues diffi cult; 

and she forgot important facts so often that her colleagues had 

grown tired of covering for her.

Easily infl uenced by other people and the latest fads, Anne 

tended to play hunches and experiment with off-the-wall convic-

tions. She was also highly volatile: one minute she would be 

smiling and perhaps excited; the next she would erupt into tearful 

sadness. She seemed desperate for attention and approval; no 

amount of acknowledgment ever seemed enough for her. When 

she didn’t receive the approbation she was hoping for, she dropped 

her superfi cial charm and became rude and condescending. These 

shifting moods left people close to her hurt, bewildered, and 

repelled. Now that she had been given a more responsible role in 

1 All names in this book, unless otherwise indicated, have been changed to 

preserve anonymity.
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the fi rm and her defi ciencies had become more noticeable, many 

people concluded that it was safer to maintain some distance from 

her.

So why, despite these shortcomings, was she still on board? 

There were several reasons: she was able to create a strong fi rst 

impression, she was good at winging it in the absence of facts and 

fi gures, and—most important—she thrived on the excitement and 

glamour of advertising, and was genuinely likeable. She was socia-

ble, made friends easily, frequently went out of her way to help 

others, and worked to build a positive atmosphere in the offi ce. 

Despite these social skills, Anne appeared to have acquaintances 

rather than friends: most of her relationships were relatively super-

fi cial. She seemed to draw the attention of men more than women, 

displaying a seductive behavior that seemed unconscious. This 

occasionally caused awkward and embarrassing incidents, though 

she was quick to cut short any advances prompted by her 

fl irtations.

Dramatics like Anne follow a pervasive pattern of excessive 

emotionality and attention-seeking, and are driven by a desperate 

need to be in the spotlight at any cost. They actively solicit the 

interest of others and are uncomfortable in situations where they 

aren’t the center of the action. Although they’re outgoing, talk-

ative, convivial, affectionate, energetic, and vigorous—all very 

positive characteristics—their behavior becomes problematic when 

the needs that generate the behavior are infl exible, repetitious, and 

persistent.

Typically, dramatics are some combination of the following:

• keenly alive to others’ desires and moods

• unable to concentrate or focus on events

• very gullible and thus easily taken advantage of

• constantly in search of support, reassurance, and protection

• easily hurt, with a fragile sense of self-esteem

• extremely sensitive to criticism or disapproval
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• exploitative of their personal attractiveness

• inclined to fantasize

• involved in superfi cial, short-term relationships

• intolerant of delay, frustration, and disappointment

•  continually setting themselves up for failure, rejection, and 

frustration

• capricious, shallow, and insincere

Because dramatics focus on superfi cialities, they invest little time 

and attention in their internal life. As a result, they know them-

selves very little and thus often have no sense of who they are 

outside their identifi cation with others. They’re like chameleons, 

changing their attitudes and values to fi t the views of signifi cant 

others in their lives. Their intense observation skills are dedicated 

to determining what behavior, attitudes, or feelings are most likely 

to win other people’s admiration and approval.

All too often, dramatics experience themselves as small, fearful, 

and defi cient children who have to cope in a world dominated by 

powerful others. Because of this perspective, they feel absolved 

from responsibility for their behavior and feel entitled to be manip-

ulative in order to force attention and caretaking on the part of 

others. This disposition occurs more in women than in men, 

although some therapists believe it’s simply more often diagnosed 

in women because attention-seeking and sexual forwardness are 

less socially acceptable in women.

Family environment and early relationships are nearly always 

at the root of dramatics’ fragile self-perception and excessive need 

for attention. Something in their early parent-child interface 

created an exaggerated need for attention. Perhaps they had 

diffi culty capturing the attention and affection of their parents 

while growing up. Their parents might, for example, have given 

the bulk of their attention to another sibling or been too busy 

with each other or with work. If neglected for whatever reason, 

they would have learned to adopt seductive strategies to secure 
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parental attention, a way of acting that gradually became a 

lifelong pattern. Alternatively, perhaps they had to deal with a 

parent’s constant dissatisfaction—attention, to be sure, but of the 

wrong kind. Or perhaps they had a parent who treated them as 

an extension of him- or herself. Children dealing with these sorts 

of parents typically make heroic efforts to get their attention 

or to appease them. Normally either ignored or punished, they 

fi nd that only theatrical behavior elicits a different, sometimes 

positive, reaction.

When children grow up in this sort of family, they become 

uncertain about themselves. They present a false self to the outside 

world (see Chapter 14). Used to being whatever the circumstances 

call for, they can’t identify their true feelings or their likes, dislikes, 

beliefs, and values. Eventually, unconsciously, they conclude 

that only attention-seeking behavior elicits parental approval. The 

broader message they absorb is that they’re appreciated, cared for, 

and affi rmed only for what they do; they aren’t loved for who they 

are. Having failed to internalize a strong sense of who they are 

and what they stand for, they can’t develop a realistic understand-

ing of themselves, their own true strengths and weaknesses.

Given this poor sense of themselves, dramatics are unable to 

enter into deep relationships and make lasting commitments—and 

yet they need relationships badly, however superfi cial these rela-

tionships may be. Dramatics can’t be alone without feeling anxious 

and abandoned.

T H E  D R A M AT I C  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Because they’re dependent on the affi rmation of others, people 

with a dramatic disposition suppress any urge to be assertive, argu-

mentative, or aggressive toward authority fi gures. On the contrary, 

they respond very positively to anyone in a position of power, 
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expecting him or her to offer magical solutions to their problems. 

When interacting with people they look up to, dramatics are 

engaging, responsive, and enthusiastic, frequently telling their 

mentors how wonderful, effective, and competent they are. This 

characteristic is typically rated positively in a work setting.

Dramatic people can be very successful in organizations, in 

part because they’re often quite ambitious. They’re particularly 

effective in situations where impression management is important 

and where the general expression of ideas is more important 

than precision. They’re very likeable, with considerable charm and 

enthusiasm, which makes other people initially want to work with 

them. They’re less effective, however, in situations where perfor-

mance is measured by competence, diligence, thoroughness, and 

depth. Their limited attention span can mean that they under-

achieve, failing to fulfi ll their intellectual or artistic potential. 

Because they’re easily bored and frustrated, they may go through 

frequent job changes. Dramatics typically do well in fi elds such as 

acting, marketing, politics, and the arts, at times even reaching 

leadership positions. But because they often fail to see their own 

situation realistically, they’re more likely to be followers than 

leaders.

T H E  C O N T R O L L I N G  D I S P O S I T I O N

Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, took on the name Krupp 

when he married the sole heiress of the Krupp fortune—Bertha, 

the “Cannon Queen”. In doing so he gained a company as well as 

a woman. As leader of Krupp, the giant German armaments 

company, he developed a style that could best be compared to a 

machine. He was the ultimate martinet. After becoming Bertha’s 

consort, he embraced like a long-lost friend the Generalregulativ, 

a compilation of regulations written and introduced by his forceful 

predecessor. This “constitution” described in unusual detail the 
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rights and responsibilities of all his workers: the Kruppianer. For a 

man whose vacation pastime was reading railway timetables, this 

passion for the Generalregulativ was not surprising. His love for 

recordkeeping and his fascination with his stopwatch were unsur-

passed. In Gustav’s mind, trivia trumped substance, and ritual was 

more important than content, ethics, and morality. The keynote of 

his personality was the expectation of obedience: the obedience of 

the Kruppianer to the letter of the Generalregulativ and his own 

blind obedience to the idea of what the House of Krupp stood 

for. He had a similar misguided attitude toward Adolf Hitler. His 

company became infamous for its use of slave labor during World 

War II.

A good illustration of Krupp’s preoccupation with regulation 

is found in William Manchester’s The Arms of Krupp:

Visitors weren’t allowed to come in their own cars; their chauffeurs 

might be lax. Under the regulation drill, his drivers dropped them 

off the main entrance at 1:29 p.m. At 1:30 they entered the recep-

tion room to chat with Gustav and Bertha until 1:40, when they 

were led into the dining room. The moment Krupp fi nished a 

course, servants removed all plates from the table; poky and garru-

lous eaters were left hungry. The meal ended at 2:15, coffee at 2:29. 

At 2:30 on the dot, the guests stepped into the waiting limousines 

and were driven away. Nothing was left to chance, including the 

temperature of the coffee, which might have thrown everything out 

of whack and which, therefore, was never too hot [15], p. 287.

There are many men and women like Krupp in leadership roles 

in organizations today. Here is another example:

Michael Fisher, the managing director of one of the divisions of 

a large consumer products company, was labeled by the other 

members of the executive committee as a control freak. Initially, 

he was quite successful at building up the European operations, in 

spite of being very diffi cult to deal with. After a successful start, 

however, stagnation set in and his division was no longer growing. 

Any suggestions by the other board members for ways to change 
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the situation fell on deaf ears. Michael saw all advice as an intru-

sion into his fi efdom and rejected it out of hand.

If he had listened to the grumblings of his colleagues, he would 

have learned that several people thought he was unable to handle 

and develop his people, and they saw that as the cause of his div-

ision’s stagnation. Michael tended to micromanage his employees, 

letting them know—in no uncertain terms—when he felt that they 

had made a mistake. As a result, some of his best people had quit 

or had asked for a transfer. He dealt in the same manner with his 

peers. At board meetings, for example, Michael was relentless in 

demanding his way. At every occasion, he tried to set the agenda, 

deciding what actions should be taken or not. He seemed to have 

a driving need to run the show and call the shots. Many meetings 

ended in stalemate, because Michael was unwilling to bend. He 

often got his way, though, because the chairman of the company 

was confl ict-avoidant.

The central theme in the life of Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und 

Halbach and Michael Fisher was control. That theme rules a large 

part of the working population. People with a controlling dispos-

ition want the world to be an ordered, disciplined place where 

everything is predictable. Their urge to control everything that 

affects their lives is a way of managing their hostile feelings toward 

those who controlled them in the past. That hostility, if not trans-

muted into submission, becomes tyranny.

Emotional and cognitive rigidity are the hallmarks of people 

with a controlling disposition. Common characteristics among this 

group are orderliness, parsimoniousness, obstinacy, rigidity, and per-

severance. Rules and regulations, whether of their own devising or 

of others’, help controllers to create an orderly world. They fear that 

the world will fall apart if they don’t follow the highest standards at 

all times or if the rules aren’t obeyed. Having learned early on in life 

that breaking the rules and regulations brings displeasure, they know 

that ideology and correctness come before love and loyalty.
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Typically, people with a controlling disposition are:

• rigid, infl exible, and lacking in spontaneity

• stubborn

• excessively judgmental and moralistic

• self-punitive and self-denigrating

• grim, tense, joyless, angry, frustrated, irritable

• uncomfortable with emotions

• fearful of making mistakes

• easily lost in detail

• tense, inhibited, and reserved

• unduly conventional, serious, and formal

People with a controlling disposition are caught in a permanent 

struggle between obedience and defi ance, a troubling unresolved 

confl ict instilled by parental over-control. From childhood onward 

they were taught that the only good way to handle their rebellious 

urges was to become conforming and submissive; they had to live 

up to parental expectations or risk condemnation. When growing 

up, they were subjected to daily scrutiny and given feedback in a 

cold manner that was apparently unloving and unsupportive. Iron-

ically, over-controlling parents may in fact be genuinely caring, 

determined to keep their child safe no matter what. However, their 

manner of expressing that care is to keep the child strictly in line, 

with punitive measures used as necessary. No good can come, they 

think, from the physical and emotional expression of tender feel-

ings toward others. They use shame and guilt to enforce coopera-

tion, with positive reinforcement contingent on following the 

rules. Typically they run their household like a tight ship—and 

the appearance of the house refl ects this, well-maintained and 

fanatically tidy.

The growing child in this sort of household learns quickly to 

operate within the approved boundaries set by the parents. Fearful 

of deviating or taking initiative, dreading the sanctions that will 

follow if they step out of line, they’re on a constant quest for per-
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fection to obtain parental approval. Later, as adults, they still live 

under the persistent fear of making a mistake and being accused 

of imperfection. They always feel that they could do better, or do 

more. They’re obsessed with “shoulds” and “musts” and the need 

to drive themselves harder. The internalized image of harsh, judg-

mental parents is ever-present, haunting them and feeding a 

punitive inner conscience. Strong feelings of guilt, self-criticism, 

irritation, and resentment are the inevitable legacies of over-

controlling child-rearing.

Many of the characteristics of the controlling disposition—

achievement orientation, high standards, strong moral principles, 

prudence, thrift, caution, a desire to do things properly, a sense of 

responsibility—are positive attributes. They help people move 

forward in life and contribute to successful careers. But the pen-

dulum can easily swing too far, at which point the need for control 

becomes too much of a good thing. Industriousness and effi ciency 

give way to rigidity and infl exibility, characteristics that sabotage 

true effectiveness. Likewise, the excessive emotional control that 

holding the pendulum in this balance demands can be a serious 

handicap in the world of work and their personal life.

Because keeping the pendulum in line—managing the unre-

solved struggle between obedience and defi ance—takes so much 

energy, people with a controlling disposition resort to psycholog-

ical defenses—for example, intellectualization/isolation of affect, 

reaction formation, displacement, and sublimation as follows:

•  Controllers intellectualize matters, preferring to think about 

issues rather than react to them emotionally. In a related defense, 

they split feelings from thoughts so as to remain emotionally 

detached.

•  They deal with diametrically opposing thoughts and feelings 

about obedience and defi ance with the help of reaction forma-

tion—for example, an executive who has hostile feelings towards 

his boss instead shows extreme deferential behavior.
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•  They blame others for perceived wrongs, using this displacement 

to avoid dealing with the real cause of their problems.

•  They sublimate their unacceptable level of hostility, expressing 

it in a socially acceptable way—for example, through the choice 

of profession. Judges, police offi cers, soldiers, nurses, and sur-

geons show a high incidence of the controlling disposition.

T H E  C O N T R O L L I N G  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

People with a controlling disposition see their relationships in 

terms of dominance and submission, superiority and inferiority, 

and their behavior is dependent on their position in the pecking 

order. Because they relate to others in terms of rank or status, 

they’re more comfortable with an authoritarian than an egalitarian 

style. They’re respectful, deferential, ingratiating, even obsequious 

to superiors (with whom they identify), while at the same time 

being autocratic, condemning, uncompromising, and demanding 

toward subordinates. Working with controllers is like working 

in a minefi eld: you never know when you’re going to trigger a 

mine and pay a heavy emotional price for violating some rigid 

standard.

Controlling personalities are often excessively devoted to 

their work and productivity, to the exclusion of pleasure and 

personal relationships. As workaholics, they sacrifi ce their family 

and friends to their job. But hard work isn’t necessarily smart 

work. Preoccupied as they tend to be with trivial details, rules, 

order, organization, schedules, and procedures, they may not see 

the big picture. Because they operate in a world of regulations 

and hierarchies, their perceptive abilities are restricted and their 

creative talents are underdeveloped. They tend to be mediocre 

performers in situations that demand more than careful planning 
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or attention to detail, and they stifl e innovation and risk taking 

in others.

When it comes to leadership, people with a controlling dispos-

ition would at fi rst glance seem to be the ideal bureaucratic 

personalities. Some degree of control is necessary for the effective 

and effi cient operating of any enterprise, after all. Controllers are 

dependable and disciplined, extremely industrious and effi cient, 

organized, respectful, and conscientious. They won’t rest until 

their assignment is completed. They’re generally extremely loyal 

to their superiors and to whatever cause they’re asked to pursue. 

But if control itself begins to take control, as often happens as one’s 

responsibilities mount with each step up the career ladder, it begins 

to eat away at organizational effectiveness.

Because controlling personalities see the world in black and 

white—their way of doing things and the wrong way of doing 

things—they tend to inhibit both creativity and relativistic judg-

ments. They may be so prudent, self-controlled, and intolerant of 

deviance that they can’t function effectively among “normal” 

people, with their many and varied imperfections. They may have 

diffi culty incorporating new and changing information, in which 

case learning takes place only over a great deal of time and with 

a great deal of effort. Furthermore, controllers often become so 

consumed by perfectionism and order they fail at task completion, 

unable to fi nish projects because they can’t meet their own overly 

strict standards. And yet they’re typically reluctant to delegate tasks 

or to work with other people.

Perhaps the trait that most condemns people with a controlling 

disposition to failure in positions of leadership is their indecisive-

ness. Torn between their desire to comply with the wishes of 

others and the desire to follow their own wishes, they may become 

blocked. Plagued by a nonspecifi c fear of making mistakes, they 

substitute procrastination for action. Some of them become the 

Hamlet of their organization, their modus operandi indecisiveness. 
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Others follow their own wishes indirectly, resisting authority via 

furtive, withholding behavior. People dominated by such charac-

teristics are obviously unsuitable for leadership positions.

T H E  D E P E N D E N T  D I S P O S I T I O N

Although Eric Thornton, chairman of the Santon Corporation, 

didn’t mind people looking up to him and coming to him for 

advice and reassurance, he felt that there should be a limit to such 

encounters. This thought triggered his irritation with Ray Vernon, 

his staff assistant. Ray seemed bright enough, he wrote good 

reports, and he had satisfactorily completed a number of complex 

special projects, but he couldn’t seem to take wing and fl y on his 

own. Not a day went by without Ray coming to Eric’s offi ce to 

give him a progress report about his latest project and ask him if 

what he was doing was satisfactory. Eric felt that someone in Ray’s 

position should be able to decide such things for himself. Ray’s 

need to constantly check and recheck the correctness of his work 

was like a never-ending soap opera. However positive Eric’s feed-

back, it never seemed good enough: Ray was insatiable.

Eric had told Ray repeatedly to fi gure things out for himself, 

to solve his own problems, but Ray always came back for more. 

Had Eric made a rod for his own back when he told Ray that he 

was a hands-on executive who wanted to be kept informed? For 

some issues, he did want that. But Ray was giving him more than 

he’d bargained for. He was treating his boss like a nursemaid. Eric 

had scheduled a performance appraisal session with Ray during 

the upcoming week. What was he going to tell him? In previous 

conversations, he had talked about giving Ray a line job—the 

logical next career step—but that now looked risky. What was Eric 

going to do with him?

This example demonstrates how people with a dependent 

disposition want others to assume responsibility for major areas of 
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their lives because of their inability to function independently. 

People like Ray want to be taken care of. They remain childlike 

throughout their lives, unwilling to grow up. Extremely reluctant 

to act on their own, they base their self-esteem largely on the 

support and encouragement of others. Dependents are self-

denigrating and fearful of the disapproval of other people. Given 

their hunger for approval, criticism can have a devastating impact.

We all like to be taken care of from time to time. But when 

this need becomes a compulsive, pervasive, and excessive craving, 

it’s troublesome. It produces clinging, stifl ing, humiliating, or 

submissive behavior built on a foundation of insecurity. Dependent 

individuals of this kind build their lives around others, believing 

that they have to be subservient to maintain their supporters’ 

goodwill. Their often charming façade masks their dependence on 

the appreciation of others. Dependents fear that they will be com-

pletely helpless if left on their own.

Typically, dependents:

• feel helpless, inadequate, powerless, and ineffectual

• can function only when supported by others

• are extremely insecure

•  make urgent and inappropriate demands for immediate 

attention

• are prone to outbursts of affection or anger

• are anxious and somewhat depressed

• display fatigue and lethargy

• don’t feel much joy in living

• are pessimistic, discouraged, and dejected

• are prone to food, alcohol, and drug problems

• are hypochondriacal

• are noncompetitive, self-effacing, compliant, and obsequious

• see themselves as ineffective, incompetent, or even stupid

Occasionally, we fi nd examples of dependent personalities who go 

so far that they willingly give up their own identity as independent 
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human beings. They lose themselves in another person, becoming 

as it were his or her extension or double, fused and entwined with 

the other. It’s as if they can feel complete as a human being only 

by creating this kind of attachment. This is a defense mechanism 

known as introjection. By diffusing the distinction between them-

selves and the signifi cant other, dependents prevent the painful 

awareness of separateness and the threat of loss. A secondary defense 

mechanism is denial: dependents typically smooth over uncom-

fortable interpersonal events or hostile impulses by pretending that 

they never happened.

Not surprisingly, in occupational and social life people with a 

dependent disposition have diffi culty making everyday decisions 

without excessive advice and reassurance from others. They go to 

great lengths to ingratiate themselves with others, to the point of 

volunteering to do things that are unpleasant. Because they see 

themselves as powerless, they prefer to play an inferior role, from 

which they can encourage or allow others to make most of their 

important life decisions for them. Whenever possible, they subor-

dinate their own needs to those of others on whom they depend, 

to avoid the risk of having to rely on themselves.

Dependents avoid confl ict whenever possible. They experience 

great diffi culty expressing disagreement with others because of 

their fear of loss of support or approval. Their niceness is in part 

a defense, however, and it can conceal a considerable amount of 

hostility. Afraid to express that hostility for fear it would lead 

to rejection (and thus isolation and loneliness), they remain loyal 

no matter what the circumstances—even despite abuse and 

intimidation.

We generally fi nd one of three kinds of parenting styles at the 

root of this behavior pattern: overprotective, authoritarian, or 

genuinely unloving. Although the child-rearing patterns are dif-

ferent, all three approaches can lead to a similar outcome. Let’s 

look at overprotection fi rst. An anxious mother generally plays the 

major role in creating an overprotective environment. The child 
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may be the only one she has, or perhaps was ill during pregnancy 

and still fears that she could “lose the baby.” Both parents may be 

extremely anxious that the child will be hurt when venturing out 

solo. Thinking they are protecting the youngster, they may put 

numerous obstacles in his way to prevent him from doing things 

by himself. This gives the child very little opportunity to learn 

from his mistakes and doesn’t prepare him to cope with life on his 

own. On the contrary, it perpetuates a deeply rooted symbiotic 

relationship with the parents. The legacies of this sort of child-

rearing are feelings of vulnerability and helplessness and a fear of 

desertion.

Similar effects can be produced by controlling parents who 

don’t permit their child to grow up. They always take over, 

giving the child no opportunity to learn from mistakes. As a con-

sequence, the child develops a strong belief that she can’t function 

without the guidance and protection of others and that the best 

way to obtain approval and maintain relationships is to acquiesce 

to requests, expectations, and demands. This authoritarian pattern 

of child-rearing reinforces dependent behavior in children and 

prevents them from developing independent, autonomous behav-

ior. The inability of certain parents to allow their child to go 

through the process of separation-individuation stifl es the develop-

ment of the individual as a differentiated human being. Children 

raised in this way maintain their childlike sense of helplessness and 

believe that they will be all right only as long as a strong fi gure is 

supporting them.

The third explanation for the dependent disposition is a family 

constellation in which a child’s bona fi de dependency needs are 

highly frustrated. Parents who have no interest in their children 

as individuals, who have so many children that they simply can’t 

attend personally to all of them, or who either choose or are 

forced by circumstances to work so much that child-rearing falls 

by the wayside, can’t love their children the way people need to 

be loved—individually and genuinely. Growing up in a family 
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where there isn’t enough love to go around instills a feeling of 

rejection that sets the pattern for a lifelong search to make up the 

defi cit.

T H E  D E P E N D E N T  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Dependents aren’t likely to be leaders of people. Lacking initiative, 

unwilling to act independently, insecure, afraid of change, and 

unassertive, they prefer a reactive rather than proactive role. They 

have diffi culty initiating projects and doing things on their own 

because of a lack of confi dence in their judgment or abilities.

Whenever possible, dependents abdicate responsibility. They 

prefer having others take the lead, perceiving their colleagues and 

friends as much more capable than they of shouldering life’s respon-

sibilities, navigating the complex world, and dealing with the 

competitions of life. Given their need to please, they rarely even 

make good sounding boards, having a tendency to simply echo 

what others are saying. If they fi nd a supportive fi gure in the 

organization, however—someone willing to feed their craving for 

approval—they may function surprisingly well. Many dependents 

successfully play a subordinate role in an executive constellation, 

for example. With the right support, they may even turn into 

overachieving workaholics!

Because of their need for support and care, dependents are 

unlikely to question authority or dispute orders from others. Such 

ingratiating behavior sometimes elicits positive reactions from 

people in leadership positions, who see it as a sign of loyalty. There 

can be some overlap between the dependent and the dramatic 

disposition. However, people whose personal disposition includes 

a strong component of dependency are unlikely to be leadership 

material. Dependents simply don’t have the self-confi dence and 

competitiveness needed to assume such a role.
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T H E  S E L F - D E F E AT I N G  D I S P O S I T I O N

Many writers have been fascinated by people exhibiting the self-

defeating disposition. A good illustration can be found in the 

interchange between Charles Dickens’s David Copperfi eld and his 

Uriah Heep. Take the following:

Would you like to be taught Latin? I said briskly. I will teach it you 

with pleasure, as I learn it.  .  .  .

Oh, indeed you must excuse me, Master Copperfi eld! I am greatly 

obliged, and I should like it of all things, I assure you; but I am far too 

’umble. There are people enough to tread upon me in my lowly state, 

without my doing outrage to their feelings by possessing learning. 

Learning ain’t for me. A person like myself had better not aspire. If he 

is to get on in life, he must get on ’umbly, Master Copperfi eld!

The writer Franz Kafka wasn’t much better than Uriah Heep, appar-

ently. In his famous Letter to His Father he says the following:

Never I thought, would I make it through fi rst grade; but I did, I even 

got a prize. I certainly won’t pass the high-school entrance examin-

ations; but pass I did. I’ll defi nitely fail in my fi rst year in high school; 

but no, I didn’t fail, I succeeded in passing, time and time again.

Success, however, did not inspire confi dence; on the contrary, I 

was always convinced  .  .  .  that the more I accomplished, the worse 

off I would be in the end. In my mind’s eye I often saw a terrifying 

conclave of teachers (the Gymnasium merely provides the most 

cogent example, but they were all around me) meeting to discuss 

this unique, this absolutely outrageous case, to wit: how I, the most 

incompetent, certainly the most ignorant of all, had managed to 

sneak from fi rst into the second gymnasium grade, then into the 

third, and so on up the line. But now that I had at last aroused their 

attention, I would of course be immediately thrown out, to the 

immense satisfaction of all righteous men delivered from a night-

mare [16], pp. 93–95.

This passage gives a glimpse into Kafka’s tendency to wallow in 

guilt and his need for self-fl agellation—or, as he would put it 

himself, his “death wish.” Throughout his actions and his writing 
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there’s a strong streak of masochism. Suffering was central to his 

personality; life was a form of martyrdom. And no one was more 

talented at extorting sympathy through illness than Kafka [17].

As an employee of the Workmen’s Accident Insurance Institute 

in the early 1900s in Prague, a position he held for sixteen years, 

Kafka was reasonably effective, although he viewed his work as a 

way of killing time. His relationships with his parents and women, 

on the other hand, could not be labeled effective: making a com-

mitment was diffi cult for him. Wallowing in self-pity, he could 

never reach decisions, and he seemed to go out of his way to avoid 

happiness. With his masochistic outlook on life, he appeared almost 

to welcome as a form of salvation the discovery that he had 

tuberculosis.

As the examples of Uriah Heep and Franz Kafka illustrate, 

there’s considerable similarity between the self-defeating and the 

dependent disposition. In fact, the two often go together. What 

distinguishes the self-defeaters is the masochistic quality of their 

thought and behavior. Although these people are capable of making 

great contributions to society through service to others, their 

self-sacrifi cing behavior tends to be excessive. In this prototype 

we fi nd people who make unrealistic, perfectionist demands on 

themselves, are unwarrantedly pessimistic, have unfounded health 

concerns, are troubled by helplessness, and depend on others for 

emotional support and decision-making. Self-defeating individuals 

engage in self-devaluation and even self-damaging behavior. They 

prefer to be unrecognized for their achievements. They store up 

and harp on injustices done to them, rather than try to correct 

them, because behind their complaints they hide a satisfying sense 

of moral triumph about their self-imposed suffering.

Like the dependent group, people with a self-sacrifi cing 

disposition are inclined to put themselves in an inferior position. 

But believing that by inviting and enduring pain they will fore-

stall some greater anguish, they also go out of their way to prove 
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themselves unlovable, to emphasize their own worst features, 

and to fi nd excuses to debase themselves. They also reject or 

render ineffective others’ attempts to help them, and ignore or 

push aside people who treat them well. This poor treatment of 

others reveals a sadistic tendency that self-defeaters hide. The 

guilt at having sadistic feelings, however, turns these feelings 

inward to self-sadism, or masochism. Thus self-defeaters need 

people upon whom they can transfer their sadistic tendencies: 

in other words, they seek out victimizers in order to themselves 

be victims.

Some self-defeaters single out people and situations that lead 

to disappointment, failure, or maltreatment even when better 

options are clearly available. Moreover, by relating to others in a 

self-sacrifi cing manner, they encourage and invite people to take 

advantage of them. They voluntarily give others the shirt off their 

back without waiting to be asked. In the process, they create a 

system of emotional and obligatory dependence, drawing others 

into their self-destructive web, dominating and controlling them 

through self-sacrifi ce. In a subtle, possessive way, they bribe others 

to love them.

Typically, self-defeating people:

• have a strong sense of injustice

• enjoy self-imposed suffering

• put themselves in inferior positions

•  willingly accept blame for things for which they aren’t 

responsible

• have a sadomasochistic orientation

• are self-sacrifi cing

• feel forlorn and mournful

•  oscillate between feelings of love, rage, and guilt toward them-

selves and others

• court failure and disgrace
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• reject opportunities for pleasure

•  are drawn to situations and relationships where they’re subject 

to humiliation, suffering, and distress

• are physically accident-prone

The root of self-defeating behavior seems to be parental indiffer-

ence or hostility, which stimulates the young child’s desperate wish 

to establish some form of contact, whatever the price. As time goes 

by the child learns that only by being miserable will she get a 

reaction from her parents—in other words, that her parents will 

be kind to her only when she isn’t doing well. Thus occasions of 

suffering provide respite from an otherwise indifferent or hostile 

family environment. It’s as if the child said to her parents, “Please 

love me. See how miserable I am, how much I suffer. I know that 

I’m really bad.”

Apart from internalizing a sense of misery, the child also in-

ternalizes a sense of parental reproach. The internalized parents 

become permanent inner persecutors. Self-defeating prototypes 

are torn by guilt: guilt at their own anger at fi nding themselves in 

this situation and guilt at not living up to parental expectations. 

Although the desire for punishment that such feelings produce is 

usually subconscious, self-defeaters grow up feeling gratifi ed only 

when they’re victimized. This kind of self-handicapping behavior 

typically becomes noticeable fi rst in school, though it continues 

into work and other areas of social functioning, where self-

defeaters repeatedly become involved with people or situations 

destined to have a bad ending.

Paradoxically, masochistic behavior gives self-defeaters a 

modicum of power, both as children and as adults. Because they 

enjoy their suffering, their tormentors have only limited power 

over them. This is a rather contorted way of denying one’s help-

lessness, but it brings relief nonetheless. They continue to hold the 

reins even as they defer to others: although at fi rst glance they may 

seem to be self-sacrifi cing and concerned about the welfare of 
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others, they’re really preoccupied with themselves and working to 

satisfy their own internal goals.

T H E  S E L F - D E F E AT I N G  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

In an organizational setting, self-defeating people can be an asset. 

They’re generally extremely helpful and considerate in their deal-

ings with other people; they tend to be noncompetitive and unam-

bitious, comfortable playing a role in the background; they’re 

ethical, honest, and trustworthy; and they have a sense of humility 

and are self-effacing, neither boastful nor proud. Because they 

don’t like being the center of attention and feel uneasy in the 

limelight, they’re better followers than leaders.

As followers, however, they sometimes engage in a kind of 

sadomasochistic tango, drawn to bosses who infl ict psychological 

pain on their subordinates. Such bosses typically have a narcissistic, 

controlling, abrasive, or antisocial disposition and know an easy 

victim when they see one. The general tenor of the resulting 

superior/subordinate relationship is inevitably dominance and sub-

mission rather than congeniality and cooperation.

As noted earlier, some self-defeating people always select situ-

ations that will lead to failure. They fail to complete tasks even 

when they’re perfectly able to, for example, because completion 

would mean success. They seem to seek out or even fabricate 

impediments to successful performance, preferring to be the author 

of their own downfall. Naturally, extreme self-defeaters such as this 

are poor candidates for a leadership position. Their self-deprecatory 

behavior, lack of self-confi dence, fear of standing out, and passive 

modus operandi make them more suited to be followers.

Erich Fromm once said, “Man’s main task in life is to give 

birth to himself, to become what he potentially is. The most 

important product of his effort is his own personality.” As the 
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examples have shown, the creation of what we call personality or 

character involves a very complex developmental process during 

which hiccups can occur at any stage. And as we have seen in the 

case of people who are driven to move toward others, the outcome 

of this process is sometimes bizarre and self-defeating.
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C H A P T E R  4

LEADERS AND FOLLOWERS: 
MOVING AWAY FROM 

PEOPLE

83

Once you label me, you defeat me.

—Jean-Paul Sartre

There is no detachment where there is no pain. And there is no pain 

endured without hatred or lying unless detachment is present too.

—Simone Weil

If a man be gloomy let him keep it to himself. No one has the right 

to go croaking about society, or what is worse, looking as if he 

stifl ed grief.

—Benjamin Disraeli

All of the signifi cant battles are waged within the self.

—Zen proverb

There was once a monk who had made a vow not to become 

attached to anyone or anything. At a very early age he broke all 

ties with his family in order to concentrate on meditation. He 

believed that relationships would hinder his studies to become a 
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Zen master. He became a mendicant, wandering the world so that 

he wouldn’t become attached to any particular place. One day, a 

traveler met him in the mountains and decided to follow him. 

They walked some way in silence, and then stopped under a tree 

to rest. The traveler offered the monk his pipe, which the holy 

man accepted out of friendship. After a while, he commented how 

pleasant smoking was, and the traveler immediately offered him 

another round of tobacco. After smoking contentedly for some 

time, the monk astonished the traveler by suddenly throwing both 

pipe and tobacco away. “I was enjoying it too much,” he explained. 

“Pleasure disturbs meditation.”

Some years later, when he was 28, the monk settled down for 

a time and studied Chinese calligraphy and poetry. He grew so 

skillful that his teacher praised him. He stopped immediately: “If 

I’m not careful,” he said, “I’ll be a poet, not a Zen master.” He 

never wrote another poem.

This Zen monk represents a particular personality type, 

someone who resists attachment. All his life this holy man dis-

tanced himself from other people and from pleasurable experi-

ences. This behavior contrasts sharply with that of the personality 

dispositions dealt with in the previous chapter. That particular 

parade of personalities has a tendency to move toward others, with 

self-esteem determined by the perceptions of others. This chapter 

deals with individuals who tend to move away from people. Their 

aim is the active avoidance of others. In one way or another, they 

fear that all relationships will ultimately lead to confl ict, frustra-

tion, and a bad end. People who fi t this prototype fall into one of 

two categories: detached disposition and depressive disposition.

T H E  D E TAC H E D  D I S P O S I T I O N

Peter Prince, an executive working in the IT department of an 

insurance company, was overheard to say, “I don’t dislike people. 
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I just seem to feel so much better when they’re not around.” This 

attitude toward his colleagues didn’t endear him to his immediate 

boss, Joan, who had plans to groom him for a more general man-

agement position. But after Peter participated in a 360-degree 

feedback exercise conducted as part of his performance appraisal, 

Joan—who had been asked to read some of the written com-

ments—realized that he had great diffi culty building relationships 

and responding to others emotionally.

Some of his colleagues commented on his wariness, his inabil-

ity to open up. Others mentioned that they would like him to be 

more outspoken at meetings and wondered why he was always so 

silent and detached. One of his colleagues, clearly irritated, com-

pared him to Gollum from The Lord of the Rings, a creepy character 

with solitary habits, spiteful behavior, odd interests, emotional 

changeability, nervousness, and diffi culty in forming friendships. 

This colleague’s notes made it clear that he felt that Peter, like 

Gollum, was interpersonally disengaged. Others commented that 

on the rare occasions when Peter did communicate with others, 

his remarks were unfocused; he would wander from topic to topic 

and lose the attention of his audience.

In discussing with Joan the feedback about how he was per-

ceived, Peter said that maintaining relationships was just too much 

trouble; it simply wasn’t worth the effort. She commended the 

written and organizational components of his work but pointed 

out that by keeping his distance, he handicapped his capacity to 

learn from experience, increase his self-awareness, and develop 

potentially rewarding relationships with other people.

Peter was clearly a gifted individual, excelling at most hobbies 

he tried, whether playing the violin or thinking up chess moves. 

At work, however, he was no standout. Apparently not ambitious 

to move up in the organization, he had twice refused a promotion, 

arguing that he liked the work he was currently doing and had no 

interest in trying something different. He seemed to be happiest 

on his own, playing the violin or solitary chess, or surfi ng the Net 
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and playing computer games. But while engaging in these lonely 

pursuits, he sold short his potential, replacing the expectations of 

society, where he didn’t seem to fi t in, for those of a more imagin-

ary world.

Individuals like Peter are toward the extreme end of the spec-

trum of the detached disposition. According to the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV-Tr), this disposition 

can be subdivided into two separate prototypes: schizoid and 

avoidant. Schizoid individuals—the more unusual of the two pro-

totypes—may have emotional or cognitive defi cits that make them 

incapable of establishing close relationships. They seem to be 

genuinely indifferent to others and have no wish to become closer. 

In contrast, avoidant personalities are actively detached—that is, 

their detachment is more self-protective. Circumstances have put 

them on a path away from people, but they would like to move 

closer [1]–[4].

We might call the schizoid subgroup aloof loners and the 

avoidant group lonely loners. While the former don’t seem to care 

about relating to others, the latter do care. Put two avoidants 

together and they’re like hedgehogs trying to get warm during a 

cold night, wondering how close they can get to each other 

without being hurt. Looking for closeness, avoidants are painfully 

alert to the minutest signals of rejection from others, interpreting 

even the most neutral events as evidence of disdain or ridicule. 

Concerned about their social inadequacies and afraid that other 

people will fi nd them uninteresting, they maintain their distance. 

Although they would like to be closer to others, they have learned 

to be wary about reaching out. To many of them, intimate rela-

tionships are just plain frightening.

The fear of rejection that both subgroups of detached people 

experience is grounded in reality. They have painful memories of 

early attempts to move closer to people that ended badly—attempts 

that taught them to engage in protective withdrawal. While the 
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schizoid subgroup has given up trying for intimacy, the avoidant 

group may still make the occasional effort. Both groups, however, 

actively (though not necessarily consciously) work to drive away 

people who would like to be closer to them. Although this seems 

self-destructive, it provides detached people with a modicum of 

control over their lives. They choose to actively push people away 

rather than risk being rejected by them. In other words, they 

anticipate the distance and maintain it on their own terms. Fatal-

istic about human relationships, they fi nd their hermit-like behav-

ior safe and comfortable.

People in the schizoid subgroup show little desire for social 

involvement; they restrict social relationships out of fear that 

contact may become disruptive and painful. In contrast, members 

of the avoidant subgroup are less self-contained. Thus although 

both subgroups are very private people, those who fi t the more 

schizoid sub-prototype can tolerate isolation with comfort, while 

those with an avoidant personality are more distressed by their 

isolation and experience loneliness. Avoidants remain willing to 

reach out to others in spite of past disappointments, but they’re 

always on edge in any social encounter, caught between their 

deep-seated desire for affection and acceptance, and their fear of 

intrusion and ridicule. Both subgroups perceive the world as an 

unfriendly, cold, and dangerous place. Not surprisingly, people 

with a schizoid disposition rarely seek professional help in over-

coming their fear, while individuals with an avoidant disposition 

may do so.

People with a detached disposition are inclined to go their own 

way, but they do so without obvious defi ance or a need to dem-

onstrate their independence. Although they may be nonconform-

ing, they keep a low enough profi le to avoid sanctions, both at 

work and in general society. When they do have contact with 

others—in comparison with the avoidants—they don’t seem to be 

genuinely involved or to care (at least on a conscious level) what 
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others think of them. On the other hand, they’re very sensitive to 

any form of intrusion and will withdraw from external pressure 

whenever possible.

By preference, they engage in solitary activities, opting for 

mechanical or abstract tasks. Creative work is also an adaptive 

response to their detachment: creative activity is a confi rmation of 

their originality and uniqueness. Because they’re more comfortable 

in a world of fantasy and introspection, they may engage in 

extremes of eccentric thinking and be fascinated with concepts 

such as ghosts, UFOs, and reincarnation.

Given their diffi culties in relationship-building, detached 

people are unlikely to marry. With their problems in reaching out, 

they’re prepared to enter into relationships only if they’re given 

unusually strong assurances of uncritical acceptance. Love and sex 

imply closeness and entrapment, situations fraught with danger for 

the detached personality. They may prefer to live with siblings or 

other relatives in comfortable but non-intimate stability. If they 

do marry, their relationship is typically similar to that of room-

mates, with limited intimacy and rare or no sexual relations.

Typically, people with a detached disposition are:

• alienated from themselves and others

• repressed and isolated

•  vague, emotionally absent, and indifferent to praise, criticism, 

and the feelings of others

• undemonstrative and passive

• bland and lacking in personality

When faced with the need to respond to emotional or problematic 

situations, they generally:

• withdraw into fantasy

•  defl ect response through rumination, rambling speech, intellec-

tualization, and confl ict avoidance

• diminish emotional events
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In fact, their observable mood changes are slight and their emo-

tional range restricted. They show no demonstrative feelings, 

either of rage or affection, and react passively to adverse circum-

stances. They’re likely to fi nd it hard to respond appropriately to 

important events both in their own lives and in a wider context 

(for example, natural disasters).

There are a number of factors that contribute to the detached 

disposition. The detached adult often has a history of grossly inad-

equate early parenting characterized by distancing, devaluation, 

rejection, humiliation, and loss. The parents of children who opt 

for detachment as adults generally lack emotional expressiveness. 

For example, they don’t give cuddles or other affective forms of 

expression that are the staples of a healthy childhood. As a result 

of distancing, children feel helpless, isolated, and abandoned. They 

fear that they’re not wanted, that they can’t please anyone, or even 

that they’re hurting those to whom they feel attached.

The family constellation that breeds detachment compounds 

routine emotional distancing with periodic episodes of outright 

rejection. Traumatic childhood experiences involving scorn and 

ridicule are the norm in such households, and they create the 

expectation that all relationships will be painful and that all human 

interaction ends badly. Repeated rejection crushes a child’s natural 

energy and optimism and creates persistent feelings of self-

deprecation and social isolation. Children growing up in such a 

climate don’t acquire the emotional and social cues needed to be 

able to relate to others. Therefore, as adults they’re reluctant to 

share their feelings. For them, intimacy is synonymous with vul-

nerability. It’s no wonder that they have relationship problems!

The defensive outlook that detached children learn in their 

early years is accentuated by rejection by peer groups at school. If 

the child of rejecting parents encounters positive, reinforcing ex-

periences outside the hostile home environment, early parental 

rejection is not so damaging; the child may bounce back and 

recover. However, if rejection by parents and siblings is 
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compounded by rejection from a peer group, the problem is aggra-

vated. Failure at sports, drama, or social tasks such as fi nding a 

partner for the school prom validate parental rejection.

If they’re humiliated and rejected by their peers, detached 

individuals begin to wonder what’s wrong with them. Why do 

others reject them? What makes them so unlovable? Predictably, 

they blame themselves for their predicament. Thus their feelings 

of loneliness and isolation are compounded by their own harsh 

self-judgment. Because social ineptitude feeds on itself, the intensi-

fi ed feelings of inferiority and worthlessness that plague detached 

people exacerbate their tendency to withdraw from others.

While rejection by parents and peers is the number-one cause 

of detachment, a number of other family dynamics can contribute 

to this behavior pattern. One is the fear of losing one’s identity as 

a separate individual because of the intrusiveness or domination 

of primary caretakers. Children in this situation use distance as a 

defense against engulfment, a defense that can turn into a lifelong 

pattern. Children who fear engulfment have typically been infan-

tilized by their parents, never permitted to grow up as they should, 

and thus they suffer from a developmental imbalance. Victims of 

learned social incompetence, they subsequently have diffi culty 

relating to people outside their family in a mature, self-confi dent 

manner. They develop a habitual pattern of dealing with other 

people regressively, displaying an overly dependent, awkward 

manner that makes people who don’t know them feel ill at ease 

and want to keep their distance from them. Detached people 

quickly learn, from such reactions, to likewise keep their 

distance.

This attitude can be exacerbated by persistent advice from 

parents, peers, teachers, religious leaders, and even the media to 

be on guard against the evils of the world. When children can’t 

turn anywhere for validation, withdrawal is the likely outcome. 

Some of the outward manifestations of detachment—an even-

tempered, calm, dispassionate, unfl appable front presented to the 
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world—are advantageous. But the negatives outweigh the posi-

tives: the intense need for private space that detachment indicates 

results in repeated failures of intimacy and pervasive feelings of 

isolation.

T H E  D E TAC H E D  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

People with a detached disposition can adapt well to life in certain 

types of organizations, if they’re able to fi nd a niche that suits their 

personality makeup, but they’ll never be among the movers and 

shakers. Their emotional isolation restricts them to low-level, low-

visibility positions that require little interpersonal contact. Given 

their lack of social skills, detached individuals can’t build the organ-

izational networks that are indispensable for getting things done, 

they alienate whatever social support they might initially have, and 

they can’t deal with the inevitable confl icts of organizational life. 

In stressful situations, they may withdraw into their imaginations, 

perhaps fantasizing or playing computer games. That same lack of 

social skills—in particular, their lack of personal presence and their 

inability to assess the subtleties of human behavior—makes them 

incapable of energizing others and helping them to improve their 

own performance. Inexpressive, disengaged, and apathetic, they’re 

the antithesis of organizational cheerleaders. They don’t do much 

for themselves either: because their behavior isn’t typically goal-

directed, their career management is likely to be poor or 

nonexistent.

So how does a person who has to work with detached indi-

viduals infl uence and manage them? How does someone build a 

relationship with people whose psychological agenda is to remain 

totally uninvolved? The fi rst step is to provide the right job and 

setting: detached individuals function quite well in selected occu-

pations—usually relatively low-status positions such as a night 
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clerk, a movie projectionist, or a night watchman, or higher-status 

positions such as university researcher or fi nancial analyst.

Ironically, the many advances in voyeuristic technology have 

proved a bonanza for these people, enabling them to get closer to 

others (albeit clandestinely) without having to relate to those 

others in person. This is well illustrated in the gripping television 

series 24, a techno-thriller starring Kiefer Sutherland as federal 

agent Jack Bauer, head of a counterterrorist unit. Jack is helped 

by a group of nerdy characters who snoop on other people’s 

lives using sophisticated monitoring equipment. This particular 

pathology was dramatized earlier in Francis Ford Coppola’s fi lm 

The Conversation (1974). Surveillance expert Harry Caul, played 

by Gene Hackman, is hired by a wealthy executive to spy on his 

wife and her lover. As the fi lm progresses, we discover that the 

main character in the fi lm is as obsessed with maintaining his own 

privacy as he is motivated by intruding secretly in the life of his 

clients. Harry Caul’s statements are indicative of his state of 

mind:

I would be perfectly happy to have all my personal things burned 

up in a fi re because I don’t have anything personal. Nothing of 

value. No, nothing personal except my keys, you see, which I really 

would like to have the only copy of  .  .  .  Listen, if there’s one surefi re 

rule that I have learned in this business it’s that I don’t know any-

thing about human nature, I don’t know anything about curiosity. 

That’s not part of what I do. (Harry Caul in The Conversation, 

Francis Ford Coppola (1974))

Film scripts don’t come out of a vacuum. They’re generally 

grounded in reality. The character of Harry Caul has a kindred 

spirit in the real-life person of George Perkins, the CEO of a 

company providing information-based business solutions to the 

government. His expertise lay in fi nding solutions to technical 

problems. As CEO, he played a rather symbolic role, since he was 

machine- rather than people-oriented.
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George had a background in math and computer science. After 

earning his doctorate at MIT he was hired as an assistant professor 

in the computer science department. His teaching career was 

short-lived, however, because he couldn’t communicate with his 

students. George then tried to make a living working for a mid-

sized consulting company specialized in IT. His task was to help 

the partners provide innovative business solutions for their clients. 

His knack for gathering information and fi nding new business 

solutions made him good at the work, but his poor communication 

skills led to problems with the partners. The resulting confl ict 

made him decide to work on his own, but he found it diffi cult to 

acquire and keep clients in spite of his obvious talent.

His luck changed after a chance encounter with David, an old 

roommate from his college days. David had just quit his job with 

a large consulting fi rm and was looking for a new challenge. When 

George explained his predicament—that he had good ideas but 

was having a hard time selling them—David suggested that they 

team up. George was willing to give it a try, given that they had 

always gotten along in college. He knew very well that he himself 

wasn’t very good at leading and persuading people, and he knew 

that David was much better in that role. Together, they functioned 

as a highly effective executive team, making for the beginning of 

a very profi table business partnership. George’s brilliance in design-

ing new information technology packages and David’s salesman-

ship turned out to be an extremely successful combination. Going 

public ten years later made both of them rich beyond their wildest 

dreams.

As noted earlier, it’s unusual for detached people to gain lead-

ership positions. George was able to be a successful exception 

because he didn’t have to deal much with either customers or 

employees; he led the way in the technical arena only. It was up 

to his partner to do the essential people-work of addressing the 

emotional needs of subordinates, setting out expectations, and 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H94

giving feedback about accomplishments. Only with such an execu-

tive role constellation can a detached leadership style succeed. 

Otherwise, detachment must be mixed with another style to create 

leadership effectiveness.

T H E  D E P R E S S I V E  D I S P O S I T I O N

“It’s snowing still,” said Eeyore, gloomily.

“So it is.”

“And freezing.”

“Is it?”

“Yes,” said Eeyore. “However,” he said, brightening a little, “we 

haven’t had an earthquake lately.”

This quote from A. A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh is indicative of the 

mindset of people with a depressive disposition. But characters like 

Eeyore aren’t to be found only in children’s tales; in many organ-

izations we can fi nd people with a similar mindset.

To illustrate, Roger Holden, the CEO of a global consumer 

products company, was concerned about John Green, the executive 

in charge of a recently acquired beverage fi rm. John had been 

running the company for many years before Roger’s company 

made a bid for it. Although the post-merger integration process 

was successful, Roger began to worry about John, who no longer 

seemed like the person Roger had met when the negotiations 

began. Although John from day one had come across as serious, 

he now seemed devoid of vigor and focus. He was morose and 

low-spirited, with a defeatist and fatalistic attitude about almost 

everything. He painted everything in the blackest light, invariably 

expecting the worst. Furthermore, he was extremely critical and 

judgmental of others. His attitude was affecting the atmosphere at 

the offi ce, where several people had intimated to Roger that John 
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was increasingly diffi cult to work with. He was certainly not the 

energizer the company needed to climb out of a market downturn. 

Roger wondered if he should keep John in his present position or 

terminate his contract, at a signifi cant fi nancial loss.

People with a depressive disposition are governed by the belief 

that they’re bad. They see themselves as inconsequential at best 

and anywhere from reproachable to contemptible at worst. Believ-

ing that they deserve to be criticized and derogated, they indulge 

in acts of self-denial, self-punishment, and self-torment. They see 

their lives as a series of failures and themselves as helpless victims, 

manipulated by forces beyond their control. Not surprisingly, then, 

they give off a sense of permanent hopelessness and wretchedness 

[5]; [6]. Against this black background, depressives see life as a 

system of duties and responsibilities, and they repudiate pleasure 

and all forms of play and frivolity.

Defeatist and fatalistic about almost everything, depressives 

offer the gloomiest possible interpretation of any event, despairing 

that things will improve in the future. Whatever the situation, 

they invariably focus on its negative aspects (often assuming blame 

for whatever went wrong). Deploring the past and fearing the 

future, they believe there’s no bright side to look on. The only 

interesting news is bad news, and bad news is reassuring because 

it represents reality.

For depressives, memory represents only emptiness and noth-

ingness. Life’s early experiences suggest a desert, barren ground. 

It’s the pain rather than the pleasure of the past that predominates. 

Early recollections seem drained of any richness, joy, or meaning. 

A major defense mechanism to deal with painful memories is 

repression—that is, subduing distressing feelings at as low a level 

as possible. But this is a Faustian bargain, because it results in life-

lessness. As with memories, so in the present: depressives have a 

limited emotional repertoire. When faced with confl ict, they don’t 

know how to react.

Typically, depressives demonstrate:



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H96

• a sense of helplessness, hopelessness, and worthlessness

• a poor appetite and weight loss

• sleeping problems

• loss of energy and chronic fatigue

• general apathy

• lack of sexual interest

• inability to concentrate

• irritability

• dejection and joylessness

• guilt, remorse, and wretchedness

• recurring thoughts of death and suicide

When at their lowest point, depressives sometimes kill themselves 

as a fi nal, desperate act of defi ance—a gesture that demonstrates 

initiative in a way that their general behavior does not. Suicide 

can also be chosen as retaliation toward others, an indictment sug-

gesting that nobody cared.

As with all the other prototypes we’re looking at in these 

chapters, the depressive disposition is an outcome of nature and 

nurture; biogenic (or constitutional) factors interact with psycho-

genic factors to produce depression. Depressives typically learn 

their self-defeating ways of looking at the world during early child-

hood, generally as the result of extremely adverse parenting. The 

most salient contributing factor is early loss of emotional support, 

sometimes as the result of an overwhelming external circumstance 

that causes a disruption in caretaking. The death of a major fi gure 

in a child’s life, for example, causes feelings of abandonment and 

desertion; so do less dramatic circumstances such as divorce, expo-

sure to marital confl ict, or living with a depressed parent. Con-

sistently, a major contributing factor to the depressive disposition 

is a child’s perception of loss, lack of comfort, and feelings of 

isolation.

The reason that this sort of disruption is so traumatizing to a 

child is that it happens just at the stage in life when the child is 
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determining whether the environment is caring or indifferent. 

During those years when the need is greatest, such a disruption 

robs the developing child of a comfort-providing caretaker, leaving 

feelings of loss and disappointment that linger for decades. In the 

absence of needed comfort, the child (and then adult) internalizes 

painful, self-critical, and self-destructive thoughts, believing him- 

or herself worthless and undeserving of care. As time goes on, the 

individual’s self-image becomes greatly distorted, churning out 

feelings of ineptitude, inadequacy, and helplessness. These people 

continue to feel unlovable throughout life.

Depressives also feel responsible for their circumstances. If a 

parent leaves the home, it’s the child’s fault (so he thinks) for not 

being lovable enough. This state of mind creates feelings of help-

lessness and hopelessness. Prolonged exposure to unhappy events 

that are beyond one’s control leads to apathy, pessimism, and loss 

of motivation. As a result of their childhood experiences, individu-

als with a depressive outlook acquire what psychologists call learned 

helplessness, a belief that they can’t control the outcome of events 

in their lives. This contributes to their feelings of worthlessness 

and low self-esteem. They see themselves as inconsequential, 

guilty, and undeserving of warmth and care. All their aggressive 

impulses are turned inward on themselves and expressed through 

self-denigrating comments.

Self-deprecation brings depressives some respite from their 

inner pain. One unconventional interpretation suggests that it’s 

actually a tactic (though not necessarily a conscious one) for dealing 

with feelings of anger and resentment. Depressives present them-

selves—not without reason—as victims: vulnerable, defenseless, 

abandoned and deserted. Unfortunately, this isn’t the kind of self-

projection that makes others want to reach out to them.

There are, however, situations in which depressives themselves 

can reach out successfully. Their familiarity with suffering helps 

them identify with the suffering of others. One thinks of the late 

Diana, Princess of Wales, whose public statements about her 
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feelings of empathy for the victims of AIDS and landmines met de-

rision and admiration in equal parts. However, there’s no doubt 

that her activities on behalf of international organizations working 

in these areas—including personal contact with sufferers—helped 

her through diffi cult times in her own life by proving her genuine 

usefulness to others. Such instances are rare, because depressives 

are generally reluctant to show that side of themselves. They prefer 

to obtain sympathy from others, although their attempts are fre-

quently self-defeating, since many people are turned off by their 

behavior.

Another interpretation of this kind of behavior is that it’s a cry 

for help. Self-denigration can bring what psychologists call second-

ary gain in the form of attention and help from others. There are 

always some people who respond to a cry for help, people from 

whom this kind of behavior evokes nurturing, reassuring, protec-

tive responses. Such responders try to convince depressives that 

they have value, that there’s hope. Perversely, that sort of positive 

response can actually encourage the perpetuation of misery, since 

misery brings the sufferer the attention he or she craves.

There are also times when a depressive style gives people a way 

out of diffi cult situations, absolving them from unpleasant duties 

or unwelcome responsibilities. It can also be used as a strategy to 

rationalize poor performance. Because depressives openly admit 

their worthlessness, they have the perfect excuse when things go 

wrong. It may also enable them to blame others for not having 

been suffi ciently helpful.

D E P R E S S I V E S  W I T H I N  T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

People with a truly depressive disposition have constricted interests 

and diffi culty understanding different lifestyles or points of view. 

They’re poor bets for leadership positions because of their lack of 

spontaneity, their indecisiveness, and their inability to take initiat-

ive. Because of their pessimism, they’re inclined to overestimate 
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their diffi culties and underestimate their capabilities. Hypochon-

driacal and anxious, they adhere to routine and don’t allow them-

selves to be distracted by impulses and passion. Their negativity 

hinders both their productivity and their progress within an organ-

ization: even if things are going well, they’re continually pre paring 

for the worst. Constantly anticipating disaster, they’re by defi nition 

not problem-solvers. Furthermore, anticipating failure can turn 

into a self-fulfi lling prophecy and threaten the future of the 

enterprise.

The same sense of vulnerability that makes them see the world 

as a dangerous place leads them to seek constant assurance from 

others that they’re good enough, that they’re coping. This can be 

oppressive to co-workers, especially since if reassurance isn’t forth-

coming, depressives may retreat into silence and guilty self-

reproach. Furthermore, in craving sympathy they may overplay 

their helplessness and make their colleagues feel guilty.

Their negativity also makes them extremely critical and judg-

mental of others and therefore incapable of motivating people to 

exceptional achievements. At work, which they see as unpleasant 

drudgery, a duty to be fulfi lled, their skepticism and cynicism 

create a downbeat, discouraging, destructive atmosphere. Not only 

are they very hard on themselves, but they put considerable pres-

sure on others. They expect the people who work for them to take 

on a great deal of work, and they nag about getting things done 

while simultaneously criticizing their subordinates’ performance.

Depressive tendencies in a leader create a negative and non-

communicative organizational culture. Constantly fearful that 

they will fail in their duties and responsibilities, depressive leaders 

react with intense self-fl agellation to any setback. An innocuous 

remark may set in motion a seemingly endless process of worrying. 

Knowing this, colleagues will be inclined to minimize their 

interactions.

As we’ve seen in our discussion of people who move away from 

others, there’s often a fi ne line between normalcy and dysfunction, 

humor and anguish, laughter and sorrow, comedy and tragedy. For 
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many people the tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon, but that 

they wait so long to begin, stuck as they are on a treadmill of 

dysfunctionality. But maybe the most poignant observation of 

mankind in all its foibles is one offered by Albert Schweitzer, who 

once said, “The tragedy of life is what dies inside a man while he 

lives.”
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I have been up against tough competition all my life. I wouldn’t 

know how to get along without it.

—Walt Disney

My mom never saw the irony of calling me a sonofabitch.

—Jack Nicholson

I fi nd it rather easy to portray a businessman. Being bland, rather 

cruel and incompetent comes naturally to me.

—John Cleese

Only those who are extremely pliable and soft can be extremely 

hard and strong.

—Zen proverb

There once lived a great warrior. His reputation extended far and wide 

throughout the land, and many students gathered to study under him. 

Though quite old, he was still able to defeat any challenger.
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One day a young fi ghter arrived at the warrior’s village. He 

had a long history of success in combat and was determined to be 

the fi rst person to defeat the great warrior. Along with his con-

siderable strength, he had the uncanny ability to spot and exploit 

any weakness in an opponent. His strategy was to wait for his 

adversary to make the fi rst move, revealing a weakness, and then 

strike with merciless force and lightning speed. No one had ever 

lasted beyond the fi rst strike in a match with him.

Against the advice of his students, the old warrior accepted the 

young warrior’s challenge. As the two squared up for battle, the 

younger man began to hurl insult after insult at the old warrior, 

and then at his family. Getting no response, he supplemented his 

insults with dirt thrown in his opponent’s face. For hours, he ver-

bally assaulted the old warrior with every curse known to mankind, 

pausing now and again to spit in his face. The old warrior merely 

stood there motionless and calm, smiling at the young man. Finally, 

the young warrior had totally exhausted himself. Defeated and 

shamed, he left.

Disappointed that their master hadn’t fought the insolent youth, 

the students gathered around him and asked, “How could you 

endure such indignity? How could you stand it? What did you do 

to drive him away?”

The master’s response was simple: “If someone comes to give 

you a gift and you don’t accept it, to whom does the gift 

belong?”

In this chapter we will deal with people whose habitual pattern 

of interaction is to move against people—that is, people who try 

to affect others negatively. Unfortunately, most such people aren’t 

exposed to the sort of learning opportunity offered by the old 

warrior. Instead, they create a self-fulfi lling prophecy: their nega-

tive behavior is responded to in kind, prompting further negativity 

right back, thereby creating a vicious cycle of anger, hostility, and 

vindictiveness. For many such individuals, life is perceived as a 

struggle for survival. They believe that they live in a dog-eat-dog 
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world and have to behave accordingly. Other people are to be 

exploited, belittled, and controlled. These people typically have 

one of the following four dispositions: abrasive, paranoid, negativ-

istic, or antisocial.

T H E  A B R A S I V E  D I S P O S I T I O N

Heinrich Himmler, the head of Hitler’s SS and a classic example 

of the abrasive disposition, once said, “The best political weapon 

is the weapon of terror. Cruelty commands respect. Men may hate 

us. But we don’t ask for their love: only for their fear.” To most 

of us today this seems an extreme statement, but the behavior of 

many renowned business executives suggests that they went to 

school with Himmler. One notorious abrasive from the work 

world is Al Dunlap, also known as “Chainsaw Al,” “Rambo in 

Pinstripes,” and “The Shredder,” who, ironically, was once viewed 

as one of the most effective executives in North America. He 

earned his later reputation as one of the meanest executives in the 

United States by ruthlessly eliminating thousands of jobs. He was 

renowned for his ability to restructure and turn around troubled 

companies, but in the process he succeeded in driving many of 

those companies into the ground.

However, not even his harshest critics could have predicted 

the eventual disastrous outcome when Dunlap fi rst strode into 

Sunbeam. The day after Sunbeam announced that it had hired the 

self-styled turnaround artist and downsizing champion as its CEO, 

the company’s shares soared dramatically: at Scott Paper, Dunlap’s 

previous CEO assignment, he had more than doubled the value of 

the shares in 18 months, increasing the company’s market value 

considerably.

Dunlap’s rallying cry was shareholder value. His philosophy 

was to make extreme cuts—massive layoffs in all areas of opera-

tions, if necessary—to streamline the business. The concepts of 
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teamwork and group dynamics seemed foreign to Dunlap, whose 

actions suggested that people were completely dispensable. He 

would even fi re employees who had been with the company for 

many years the instant they cost more than he felt they were worth. 

He saw making money for the shareholders, at whatever price, as 

his sole responsibility. He had no time for ethical concerns.

At the fi rst meeting with his key executives Dunlap began by 

shouting that the old Sunbeam was over. He continued: “This is 

the best day of your life if you’re good at what you do and willing 

to accept change, and it’s the worst day of your life if you’re not.” 

Afterwards the stunned executives reported that “he just yelled, 

ranted and raved. He was condescending, belligerent, and dis-

respectful” [1].

Dunlap’s leadership pushed managers to the breaking point. 

They often compared working for him to trench warfare. The 

pressure was extremely high, the hours exhausting, and the casual-

ties numerous. Dunlap had imposed such unrealistic goals on the 

company that most Sunbeam managers believed he was engaged 

in a short-term exercise to pretty up the business for a quick sale. 

No wonder the employees were relieved when “Chainsaw Al” was 

thrown out because of “creative accounting,” his brutal reign 

having been disastrous for the company.

People like Dunlap pride themselves on their self-reliance, 

fearlessness, lack of sentimentality, and hard-boiled competitive 

values. There are many Dunlaps to be found in the business world, 

crude bullies whose demeanor toward others is aggressive, manipu-

lative, and demeaning. They take pleasure in the psychological or 

physical suffering of others, and may even use violence to establish 

dominance in a relationship. Cold-blooded and detached, they 

behave as if they are unaware of the harm they cause.

Quick to resort to threats or punitive action, they favor making 

preemptive strikes, turning the passive into the active by doing to 

others what they fear may be done to them. Abrasives see most 

other people as devious, controlling, and punitive. Viewing the 
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world in this way absolves them of feelings of shame and guilt 

about their own irresponsible, aggressive actions. Once they dis-

place these feelings to others, they act recklessly and impulsively, 

justifying anger and vengeful behavior by claiming that they need 

to be the aggressor in order to keep the upper hand. Anyone who 

challenges that upper hand is severely punished. Abrasives don’t 

hesitate to sacrifi ce other people in their pursuit of their goals. The 

end always justifi es the means, in their view, no matter how harsh 

those means might be [2]–[5].

The primary defensive mechanisms used by abrasives are iso-

lation, projection, and rationalization. They’re pros at remaining 

untouched by the effects of their own unpleasant activities (iso-

lation), scapegoating others when things go wrong (projection), 

and fi nding excellent reasons why they’re not themselves to blame 

(rationalization). It’s no wonder that people with an abrasive dis-

position are rarely able to sustain lasting, close relationships with 

others.

Typically, people with an abrasive disposition are:

•  strongly opinionated, narrow-minded, unbending, and obstinate

• authoritarian, intolerant, and prejudiced

• energetic, competitive, and power-oriented

• rigidly self-disciplined

•  perfectionist, setting extremely high standards for self and 

others

• fascinated by violence

• harsh, cruel, and domineering

• prone to outbursts of rage

• given to humiliating or demeaning others

• fearful of the dominance of others

• vindictive

• quick to take offense

At the origin of this kind of behavior we can usually fi nd a con-

vergence of various hereditary and biogenic factors. For example, 
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there’s often a history of misplaced parental rejection or hostil-

ity—that is, the child has been the inappropriate recipient of 

parental anger. As the most vulnerable member within the family 

system, the child is the most convenient outlet for displaced aggres-

sion, easy to scapegoat and label as “bad.” This sort of treatment 

leads to feelings of resentment. Some children, faced with the 

powerlessness of this situation, simply give up. Others confront it, 

deny their powerlessness, and attempt to gain the upper hand 

through provocative, belligerent behavior [6].

In some cases parental antagonism is triggered by a child with 

a choleric temperament, prone to hostility and outbursts of rage. 

These tendencies initiate a vicious cycle in which the child not 

only prompts aggression from others but also learns to expect it. 

As a result, the child becomes extremely guarded, alert to antici-

pating and warding off denigration, malice, or deception. Chronic 

exposure to parental rejection, in the form of teasing, belittlement, 

or humiliation, becomes the template for behavior later in life. 

Eventually, this type of family dynamic hardwires children to be 

negativistic, quarrelsome, and defi ant. Physical and verbal aggres-

sion becomes their sanctioned standard of behavior. When hin-

dered, these children have temper tantrums, become angry, cruel, 

and mean-spirited, and occasionally even persecute others to get 

their own way. Because of this learned behavior, such children are 

unlikely to experience and express tender feelings. They regard 

authority fi gures as tough, dangerous, and abusive. Having internal-

ized this model of hostile interaction growing up, as adults they 

reject authority but, paradoxically, are willing to take on positions 

of leadership and then abuse others.

A B R A S I V E S  W I T H I N  T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

In organizations, abrasive types can be impulsive, unpredictable, 

and even self-destructive. They carry a chip on their shoulder and 
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are always spoiling for a fi ght, which makes them extremely dif-

fi cult to work with. Explosive and undisciplined, they can’t handle 

planning. Guided by their own dogmatism and hardheadedness, 

their attitude is “my way or the highway.”

Preoccupied with command, power, and dominance, this per-

sonality type is more commonly found in leaders than followers. 

Abrasives want to gain and retain as much power as possible to 

prevent others from controlling and harming them. They need to 

be in command: if there’s harming to be done, they want to be 

the ones doing it. Although such people may have certain work-

place competencies, they lack one important quality necessary for 

effective leadership: the ability to create networks and build alli-

ances with others.

Frequently, abrasives pride themselves on being oriented toward 

getting the job done. A focus on results becomes an excuse for 

hostile, hurtful actions. The interests and feelings of others—so 

say abrasives—can’t be allowed to interfere with the accomplish-

ment of their goals. Restructuring, downsizing, and other change 

processes often give people with an abrasive disposition an oppor-

tunity to engage in downright hostile behavior. Such processes are 

the perfect occasions to humiliate people who are in a poor pos-

ition to defend themselves.

Totally dedicated to work, abrasives refuse to be distracted by 

family considerations, health concerns, or the need for relaxation. 

They seem to be prisoners of their personality, having only a 

minimal understanding of the forces that propel them to do what 

they do. They devalue sentimentality, intimacy, tenderness, and 

social cooperativeness and have no talent for intimate relationships. 

Unable to express softer feelings, they inspire no such feelings in 

others, thereby continuing that vicious cycle.

Abrasives lack sympathy for the weak and oppressed, whether 

clients or co-workers, and are contemptuous of those who express 

compassion and concern for the underdog. They can be extremely 

self-righteous, rationalizing their actions by saying that what 
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they’re doing is for the common good and in the interest of the 

organization. Given a socially sanctioned power base—i.e., a man-

agement position—they may play the role of strict disciplinarian, 

turning the workplace into a gulag.

The bullying behavior that characterizes people with an abra-

sive disposition can take various forms. It can be directed toward 

people they see as vulnerable and powerless—minority groups or 

women, for example—and expressed as racism or sexism. If nobody 

at a more senior management level is prepared to challenge the 

bullying and set boundaries, they will get away with it. Worse, if 

senior management abdicates responsibility and doesn’t interfere, 

bullying can become a generally accepted part of organizational 

behavior. In companies where abrasive behavior has become the 

accepted way of doing things, you will often hear exculpatory 

platitudes about “the struggle for global competitiveness” and such 

things. A high level of internal competition and a politicized 

climate makes some organizations particularly prone to bullying.

One illustration of this is the corporate culture created by 

senior management at Enron before its fall, where bullying was 

viewed as an effective way to get the job done. Enron had Ken 

Lay—a distracted, hands-off chairman—a compliant board of 

directors, and an impotent staff of accountants, auditors, and 

lawyers. This loose oversight—combined with the relentless push 

for creativity and competitiveness by its CEO, Jeff Skilling, and 

an imaginative CFO, Andy Fastow—fostered a growth-at-any-

cost culture, drowning out voices of caution and overriding all 

checks and balances of prudent business management. Through 

Skilling’s hiring practices, the company became increasingly staffed 

by ruthless, aggressive trader types. There was no place for the 

sentimental. It was a dog-eat-dog environment. The reward 

system—“rank and yank”—epitomized the company culture that 

developed. Employees would spend about two weeks annually 

ranking fellow employees’ value to the company, on a one-to-fi ve 

scale. The process could be brutal, and often led to employees 
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downgrading their peers to make themselves look better. Each 

division was forced to rank a fi fth of the employees as fi ves. This 

behavior made a mockery of the language that defi ned the com-

pany’s values in the annual report: respect, integrity, communica-

tion, and excellence [7].

As the Enron case illustrates, some performance-related reward 

systems, such as ranking, may enhance aggressive behavior. Pro-

motion following the successful harassing or sabotaging of col-

leagues’ work is likely to reinforce a self-perpetuating pattern. 

Moreover, organizations, when hiring, may single out people 

with an abrasive disposition for fast-track positions. Over time, 

these fl edgling executives (modeling their behavior on senior 

executives) become socialized into a more toxic organizational 

culture, where abrasive behaviors are the acceptable way of doing 

things.

Abrasive people who attain a leadership position may have 

suppressed or temporarily suspended aspects of their dark side to 

facilitate their rise to the top. They may subdue their personalities 

for short periods of time, but they’re most unhappy doing so. 

They’re like steamrollers that can’t be stopped for more than a 

second: they resume their abrasiveness the moment they reach a 

position of power, generally taking full opportunity to take revenge 

for real or perceived injustices encountered on the way.

Although abrasive executives can fi nd a home in neurotic 

organizations, this style of leadership doesn’t make for long-term 

success. Because of the way abrasives deal with others, eventually 

they or the company will run into problems. Toxic organizational 

cultures are notoriously unstable, and frequent job changes are 

common for abrasive individuals, who are the sort of people who 

will impulsively walk out of a job without having made provisions 

for another. In extreme cases, people with this particular dispo-

sition may even refuse to accept social norms, breaking the law or 

failing to honor their obligations, as Al Dunlap and the senior 

management at Enron unfortunately demonstrate.
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T H E  PA R A N O I D  D I S P O S I T I O N

In 1988 Fortune magazine commented that “Mars’ assets are often 

underestimated because the company is as loose with its informa-

tion as  .  .  .  the CIA.” Forrest Mars Sr., the one-time head of a 

company so obsessively private that turnover fi gures are still a 

matter of guesswork, led an organization that was characterized 

by its abusive, quirky, paranoid, and furtive corporate style. 

Forrest’s father, Frank Mars, had founded the confectionery busi-

ness that still bears his name, but he didn’t care for the aggressive 

expansion plans his son outlined in the 1930s: “I told my father 

to stick his business up his ass,” Forrest remembered. “I wanted to 

conquer the whole goddamned world.”

And in his way he did, building an empire that produced 

M&Ms, Snickers, Milky Way, and Mars (of course), as well as pet 

food and Uncle Ben’s rice. He made millions on the basis of a 

$ 50,000 buyout from his father and the right to market Snickers 

overseas.

Hoping to benefi t from a little industrial espionage, Forrest 

Mars left his native US and went to work for the Swiss masters 

Tobler and Nestlé. Then he opened a small factory in England, 

where he manufactured Mars bars and developed a distinctive man-

agement style. In return for unquestioning loyalty from his staff, he 

rewarded them with profi t-sharing and salaries way above the usual 

rate for the industry. This compensated in part for his temper tan-

trums, which he threw (along with boxes of chocolate) if he noticed 

a defect in manufacture. Returning to the US, he bought back the 

Mars company from his father’s widow and expanded it hugely, 

buying up competitors and moving into gourmet pet food manu-

facture. It was said that he never forgot an insult. He ran his empire 

like a totalitarian state, fi ring workers for the smallest transgres-

sions. Bad printing on a single M&M was an excuse for discarding 

millions of the sweets. Managers at the pet food plant had to taste 

the product, as part of the systematic quality control.
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Mars’s management style was repeated at home. Although he 

was one of the richest men in the US, Forrest’s children had to 

work for their pocket money, and when his daughter failed to 

win fi rst place in a riding competition, Mars took away her pony. 

However, when he retired from the company in 1973, his sons, 

Forrest Junior and John, continued to run Mars in their father’s 

style. But Forrest was not fi nished. He started a new company, 

Ethel M. Chocolates. Living above his offi ce, he watched his staff 

through two-way mirrors. In 1992, despite his no longer being 

associated with the Mars company, he tried to create a merger deal 

between Mars and Nestlé behind his sons’ backs [8].

The example of Forrest Mars is but one of many. The paranoid 

disposition is rife in organizations. Paranoia operates on a spectrum 

that goes from normal vigilance toward potential threats in the 

environment, through transitory paranoid behavior and inter-

personal suspiciousness (known as paranoid personality disorder), 

to delusional states. Essentially, paranoia can be seen as an ongoing, 

unwarranted suspiciousness and distrust of people. People with a 

paranoid disposition experience a polarity in their self-image: even 

though their behavior may be grandiose and arrogant, they’re 

vulnerable to shame, and vacillate between the impotent, despised 

self and the omnipotent vindicated self.

The outstanding and consistent feature in the behavior of 

people with a paranoid disposition is their pervasive and unwar-

ranted suspicion of other people. They’re unshakably convinced 

that most people, governed by hidden motives, say one thing and 

mean something else. The paranoid worldview says that given a 

chance, others will take advantage of them and they will be vul-

nerable, losing control over their lives. They believe, for example, 

that it’s unsafe to confi de in others, because confi dential informa-

tion will be used against them. People with a paranoid disposition 

tend to misread the actions of others, questioning their loyalty and 

expecting trickery and deception everywhere. Consumed by 

mistrust and the anticipation of betrayal, they expect the worst 
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of others and are accordingly apprehensive, suspicious, uncompro-

mising, and argumentative.

People with a paranoid disposition are unbelievably touchy, 

magnifying even minor slights into major offenses. Hyper-

vigilant, they constantly scan the environment for signs of threat 

and take elaborate precautions even where none are needed. That 

hyper-vigilance, in conjunction with the expectation that all 

people are driven by hidden motives, leads to a distortion in per-

ceptions, thoughts, and memories. Even when no confi rmation of 

their suspicions is found, they act as if it had been, moving forward 

on the assumption that they’re right. To others, paranoiacs look 

intensely guarded and secretive, while they see themselves as faith-

fully guarding their independence, superiority, and autonomy [4]; 

[9]–[10].

Paranoiacs favor three defense mechanisms: splitting, which is 

the tendency to divide the world into two camps (good versus evil, 

us versus them, for example); projection, which is blaming others 

for feelings that originate within themselves, and for faults and 

errors that are rightfully theirs; and denial, which is negating the 

reality of a particular situation. They may also engage in fantasy, 

deceiving themselves through the fabrication of unrealistic schemes 

to ward off deep feelings of helplessness.

Typically, people with a paranoid disposition are:

• hypersensitive

• reluctant to confi de in others

• quarrelsome and quick to anger and lash out

• self-righteous

• prone to nitpicking

• tense, and unable to relax

• lacking a sense of humor

• unforgiving of insults, injuries, and slights

• making mountains out of molehills
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At the heart of the paranoid disposition—as with the other proto-

types—there’s frequently a negative childhood experience. As 

children, paranoid individuals may have been exposed to an 

extremely intrusive parenting style that fostered feelings of inade-

quacy or helplessness. Shame and humiliation may have been used 

by parents as controlling devices. Early experiences of being spied 

on, demeaned, depreciated, and/or taken advantage of lay the 

foundation for a lack of basic trust, creating a need for vigilance 

at all times to safeguard against trickery, deception, and attack.

Children growing up in an intrusive domestic environment 

have diffi culty creating their own psychic space. They have an 

uphill struggle achieving any level of autonomy or individuation, 

because the attempt is often perceived as an attack by the rest 

of the family. As a result, children feel persecuted and have 

huge uncertainty both about their own identity and about where 

their identity ends and the identity of the other begins. They 

become obsessed with understanding the hidden motives of 

others.

Given these early experiences, paranoid individuals are inher-

ently suspicious of people in authority. They have learned that it’s 

unwise to put their trust in others, fearing (rightly) that their trust 

will be abused. As a way of fi ghting feelings of helplessness, they 

indulge in thoughts of omnipotence and in defensive, highly rigid 

ideas of self-importance. They often infl ate themselves through 

the creation of grandiose and persecutory fantasies. When under 

great stress, they may experience a bursting of this infl ated bubble 

of self-importance, leading to highly explosive reactions. When 

the effects of all these forces are taken into account, it’s easy to see 

that the reality-testing ability of paranoid people can be seriously 

impaired.

Like individuals with a detached disposition (see Chapter 4), 

paranoiacs are often interested in mechanical devices, electronics, 

and automation. This interest may symbolize a reaction against 
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their childhood feelings of being controlled by uncontrollable 

forces. Mechanical devices help them to monitor their environ-

ment, warning them of any sign of threat.

T H E  PA R A N O I D  D I S P O S I T I O N  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

An extreme example of paranoid behavior on a global scale 

can be found in Stanley Kubrick’s Cold War masterpiece, the 

fi lm Dr. Strangelove, or How I learned to stop worrying and love 

the bomb. It’s a hymn to paranoid thinking in a nuclear world. 

This fi lm, with its darkly hilarious vignettes involving gungho 

soldiers, wacky generals, spying Russians, drunken premiers, 

battles with soda machines, fi ghts in the War Room, and the 

Russians’ top-secret Doomsday Machine, demonstrates how 

prone people are to paranoid thinking. The fi lm seemed even 

more plausible when it fi rst came out, because its exaggerations 

were based on then-current rhetoric and events (such as the 

Cuban missile crisis) that already had an air of horrifi c 

exaggeration about them. The fi lm was able to tap into the deep 

fears and anxieties that emerged in a society that lived with 

the hydrogen bomb.

The fi lm opens with the paranoid General Jack Ripper declar-

ing a “Code Red,” which in effect means that he has authorized 

the annihilation of planet earth. He seals off Burpelson Air Force 

Base and orders his B52 bombers (which are at their failsafe pos-

itions) to engage in a nuclear attack on the Soviet Union. When 

his assistant, RAF Group Captain Mandrake, advises moderation, 

Ripper replies that he intends to launch a preemptive strike on 

Russia to stop a suspected Communist infi ltration—namely, fl u-

oridation, which Ripper sees as a plot to contaminate the red-

blooded American water supply. Worried that it will sap Americans’ 

precious bodily fl uids, he will drink only grain alcohol and rain-
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water; likewise, fearing that the culmination of the sexual act with 

women will drain him of his essence, he eschews intercourse. To 

foil this dastardly plot, Ripper seals off his high-security defense 

bunker, overriding the authority of Congress and the President. 

In his view, no one can be trusted, including men who are wearing 

the same uniform and saluting the same fl ag. Although Ripper is 

a caricature, the fi lm offers a very good description of the dangers 

of the paranoid mind and a paranoid culture.

The US President (Peter Sellers) and Dr. Strangelove (again, 

Peter Sellers), the latter a wheelchair-bound Nazi nuclear scien-

tist who has bizarre ideas about man’s future, work with the 

Soviet premier in a desperate effort to save the world. The 

President orders the army to attack Burpelson Air Force Base 

and asks someone to get General Ripper to call him. Since the 

base is on “Condition Red,” it’s defended by security personnel 

against any and all attempts by any unit to gain entry to the 

base. General Ripper himself pulls a machine gun out of a golf 

bag and orders Group Captain Mandrake to help him repel the 

army attack.

The Soviet premier, having been informed by the US 

President of the dramatic situation, remains suspicious and sets into 

motion Russia’s dreaded Doomsday Machine, a defensive system 

that (when triggered by the dropping of even a single bomb on 

the USSR) automatically launches buried Soviet nuclear weapons, 

thereby unleashing a destructive capacity so great that the world 

would be engulfed in fallout for more than ninety years. The 

Soviet ambassador explains that they built it because they had read 

in the New York Times that the US was working on a similar 

device and they were afraid of a doomsday gap. The President 

assures him that this had not been the case.

Ripper’s assistant Mandrake, meanwhile, tries to cajole his boss 

into telling him the recall code. Ripper, determined that his plan 

be carried out, calmly goes into the washroom and shoots himself. 

By the time the Army takes over the Air Force Base, Mandrake 
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has fi gured out what the recall code is, and he contacts the Presi-

dent, who implements it. The recall code works for all the bombers 

except for one, the “Leper Colony,” whose radio equipment is 

damaged and is unable to receive the vital information. Led 

by Major “King” Kong, an old-fashioned, gung-ho cowboy type 

(complete with cowboy hat and Texas accent), these men are as 

loyal and anti-Communist as they come. Unfortunately, the “Leper 

Colony” is losing fuel and has to divert to the nearest target of 

opportunity. When Major Kong reaches his target, he realizes that 

the hydrogen bomb he needs to drop has become jammed due 

to an earlier skirmish. He dislodges the bomb manually and 

climbs aboard the deadly weapon, riding it to destruction like a 

bronco-buster.

Despite Major Kong’s efforts, the explosion triggers the Russian 

Doomsday Machine. Just before the end of the world, the US 

President and Dr. Strangelove fritter away precious time discussing 

how society’s male élite and a proportionately larger contingent of 

beautiful women might survive the nuclear holocaust in under-

ground hideouts, thus eventually repopulating the planet. In the 

fi nal scene, in which we hear Vera Lynn singing “We’ll Meet 

Again,” the doomsday shroud forms a halo around the fi lm’s last 

image: the billowing cloud of the hydrogen bomb and the extinc-

tion of life.

While General Ripper and Dr. Strangelove are fi gures of 

fi ction (although some people have suggested that the real Dr. 

Strangelove was Dr. Edward Teller, the “father of the H bomb”), 

the paranoid disposition is alive and well and living in organiza-

tions. The ideal repositories of paranoia, organizations are havens 

for people who act in similar, albeit not as catastrophic, ways. And 

paranoiacs cluster at the top: because they are very aware of the 

dynamics of power, they strive for leadership positions in order to 

be better able to protect themselves. They want to strike out 

aggressively and shape their own destiny. Unfortunately, leadership 
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positions further accentuate paranoid characteristics, because they 

increase vulnerability.

As the Dr. Strangelove example caricatures, leaders are es-

pecially vulnerable to paranoia because they really do face genuine 

dangers, both obvious and hidden, in the form of opponents who 

want to get rid of them. You can’t be an effective leader without 

rubbing some people up the wrong way. There will always be 

people who dream of (or enact) retaliation, just as there will always 

be followers who envy a leader’s power and plot to attain it. For 

leaders, healthy suspiciousness is an adaptive mechanism, a rational 

response to a world populated by real and not just imagined 

enemies. Vigilance in the presence of perceived or likely danger 

is simply an extension of the survival instinct. If suspicion isn’t 

moderated by a sense of reality, however, it slips over into paranoia. 

Effective leaders ground their behavior in sound political practices 

that limit and test danger, and they rely on trusted associates to 

help them stay safe and sane.

Unfortunately, leaders with a paranoid disposition are often 

too isolated to engage in constructive reality-testing. Preoccupied 

with details, they pay insuffi cient attention to the bigger picture, 

seeing hidden meanings and secret coalitions everywhere. We can 

fi nd many examples of this disposition among political leaders—

including despots such as Stalin, Pol Pot, Kim Il Sung, Saddam 

Hussein, and Robert Mugabe—and among the top management 

of organizations.

The direct cause of failure for many paranoid leaders is faulty 

information-processing, a result of paranoiacs’ confusion between 

subjective and objective reality. Others are brought down (some-

times with their organization) by their resistance to change. Still 

others so contaminate their environment that it destroys them: as 

their personal suspicion becomes a suspicious corporate culture, 

the organization starts to resemble a police state more than a 

creative enterprise, and the end soon follows.
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T H E  N EG AT I V I S T I C  D I S P O S I T I O N

David Post, the new president and CEO of Lotar, a large depart-

ment store chain, was wondering what to do about Lawrence 

Neilson, one of his vice-presidents, who (like David himself ) was 

relatively new to the job. David was becoming increasingly annoyed 

at how Lawrence ran his department and how he related to David. 

Too many meetings were being canceled at the last moment, and 

too many reports were either left unfi nished or completed very 

late, in spite of promises to the contrary. Worse, a number of 

projects had been canceled halfway for no good reason, greatly 

demotivating the people who had been working on them. David 

was tired of Lawrence’s asking for extensions to deadlines and 

avoiding responsibility when something was late or went wrong. 

But with Lawrence’s genuine talent for fi nding excuses, it was 

diffi cult to fault him: he offered a plausible reason for everything 

that went wrong.

Lawrence’s mixture of apparently helpful cooperativeness and 

thinly disguised contrariness was infuriating, but it was hard to 

know how to be angry with someone who sent such mixed mes-

sages. What do you say to someone who tells you he’s doing his 

utmost but fails to produce the report you requested? There were 

times when David thought Lawrence’s helpfulness was just a piece 

of theater. After all, he never showed much enthusiasm when he 

received an assignment.

Out of curiosity, David requested a check on Lawrence’s back-

ground. After some prompting, Lawrence’s two previous employ-

ers revealed that he had been fi red from both jobs for failing to 

pay enough attention to detail and for making costly mistakes. 

They also commented on his lack of urgency in fi nishing 

projects.

Lawrence Neilson exemplifi es a major characteristic of people 

who fi t the negativistic prototype: a subtle resistance to demands 

for performance. They agree to do whatever is asked of them but 
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then fail to perform. Although there’s some controversy about the 

exact makeup of negativistic people, generally they show a con-

trariness and disinclination to do as others wish, combined with 

capricious impulsiveness, irritable moodiness, and an unaccom-

modating, fault-fi nding pessimism. People with a negativistic dis-

position are likely to respond inappropriately to any given situation. 

Wartime psychiatrists coined the term “passive-aggressive” in the 

1940s to describe this sort of behavior when they found themselves 

dealing with reluctant and uncooperative soldiers who followed 

orders but did so with chronic, veiled hostility and smoldering 

resentment [11].

There’s a big difference between the passive-aggressive con-

duct that all of us display occasionally, when we’re obliged to do 

something we don’t want to do, and ingrained, habitual passive-

aggressive behavior like that of Lawrence Neilson. But even in its 

milder forms this behavior pattern can be a maddening blend of 

evasiveness and contrition, affability and impudence.

Typically, people with a negativistic disposition are:

• stubborn

• passive

• defi ant and provocative

• ineffi cient

• critical of authority fi gures

• overtly compliant and cordial

• covertly aggressive

• ambivalent about everything

• prone to procrastination

• emotionally confused

• fearful of commitment

• unsure of their own desires

• reluctant to express their feelings

• indecisive

• contrary
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• discontented, sulky, and moody

• irritable and argumentative

• pessimistic

Negativistic people use three main defensive strategies: displace-

ment, externalization, and opposition. The most common is dis-

placement, a strategy by which they shift their anger away from 

powerful targets to those who are less able to retaliate or reject 

them. Negativistic people also externalize their problems, meaning 

that they attribute them to other people, because they can’t accept 

blame for their own shortcomings. They strengthen their auton-

omy through devious opposition to authority fi gures while simul-

taneously seeking favor from them. They’re afraid that following 

rules will compromise their freedom, but they try to keep their 

rebellion covert enough to maintain a sense of safety and allow 

themselves to deny any malicious intent. They also tend to “forget” 

obligations.

Negativistic people devote their energy to protecting them-

selves from what they perceive as unreasonable, arbitrary authority. 

The childhood roots of this behavior lie in a youngster’s cognitive 

and emotional inability to assess clearly what’s expected of him or 

her. The contrary, sulking, and verbal nitpicking behaviors that 

characterize negativists may have their origins in unending power 

struggles with parents. Those children who are destined to become 

negativistic adults are brought up in an environment where exter-

nal consistency and control are lacking. For example, parents may 

confuse their children by constantly fi ghting over expectations, 

each parent undermining and disqualifying every statement the 

other parent makes. Children internalize the inconsistent and 

erratic behavior of their parents over time, eventually overdosing 

on arbitrary, double-bind communications. Witnessing overt 

behavior that doesn’t match covert behavior, they understand at 

some level that their parents are saying one thing while meaning 
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another. It’s very hard for children to accuse their parents of not 

meaning what they say. As comparatively helpless beings, they can 

rarely confront such issues in a direct way. They have to resort to 

indirect, confusing tactics such as passive resistance.

Growing up, these children learn what kind of behavior pays 

off, and it’s not what the rest of the world tells them. How can 

they get their parents’ attention? It doesn’t take them very long to 

learn that negative behaviors (nail-biting, bed-wetting, eating 

problems, procrastination, pouting, obstruction, stubbornness, and 

ineffi ciency) gain them more and prompter attention than obedi-

ence. Not only do such behaviors work, they’re in daily use by 

primary role models: negativistic children imitate their parents’ 

erratic, capricious, and confl icting demands, actions, and attitudes. 

After kids have completed their contradictory training at home, 

they take their learned behavior into the workplace with them, 

dealing with authority fi gures in a way that causes them problems 

throughout life.

Though the roots of negativism are in the home, the fi rst 

indications of problems may emerge when these children go to 

school. Unable to thwart their more powerful parents, they instead 

exercise their antipathy to authority fi gures by sabotage and the 

circumvention of rules. Their contrary, erratic behavior provokes 

fi ghts with other children, and by their teenage years such kids 

may have developed antisocial tendencies such as delinquency, 

drug abuse, and theft.

Though generally there are inconsistent, arbitrary, and manipu-

lative parents behind negativism, sometimes negativistic behavior 

stems from a more positive, socially protective need—to keep 

peace at home and avoid costly mistakes. Children who grow up 

in loving but demanding families that give them unmanageable 

responsibilities may turn negativistic. First-born children are more 

prone to this than others, because they’re often expected to take 

on a good share of their siblings’ care. Unable to express their 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H122

feelings about what they perceive as unreasonable demands, they 

begin to resent the parents’ expectations while not daring to defy 

them. Although they don’t protest, they feel that they will be 

unable to meet their parents’ expectations and so begin to fi nd 

ingenious ways to fail. In such circumstances, behavior that’s cau-

tious and self-protective at heart can be interpreted as insolence or 

sabotage.

Whatever the family dynamics, people who develop a nega-

tivistic disposition inevitably perceive authority fi gures as arbitrary, 

unreasonable, and unfair. This perception, learned early, becomes 

an emotional template that’s directed at any authority fi gure who 

makes demands on them, whether it’s a teacher, spouse, or boss. 

The sense of independence achieved by responding negatively, 

however, is a Pyrrhic victory: it leaves negativists with a legacy of 

contrariness, irritable affectivity, interpersonal ambivalence, and a 

discontented self-image.

Because people with a negativistic disposition have a basic 

confl ict concerning their self-worth, they oscillate between self-

loathing and a sense of entitlement or moral superiority. They’re 

capable of being self-deprecating and feeling guilty for failing to 

meet expectations in one situation while demonstrating stubborn 

negativism and resistance in another. If things are going well, 

negativistic people often go out of their way to derail them. By 

snatching defeat out of the jaws of victory, they create the disillu-

sionment they anticipate.

Negativists suffer from a range of intense and confl icting emo-

tions that surge quickly to the surface due to weak controls and 

lack of self-discipline. In spite of an often agreeable façade—they 

know that it’s safer not to show hostility directly—they’re unpleas-

ant to work for or with. Their unpredictable, confl icting, and 

vacillating behavior is extremely diffi cult to deal with in social 

situations as well. Predictably, negativists become stuck in a vicious 

cycle, constantly making enemies instead of friends and making a 

mess of interpersonal relationships.
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T H E  N EG AT I V I S T I C  I N D I V I D UA L  W I T H I N 

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

There are occasions when mild negativistic behavior pays off in 

the workplace. For instance, it can be an effective means of avoid-

ing potentially costly confrontations. A good example of negativ-

ism used in that way is described in Joseph Heller’s book Catch 22. 

The novel follows a fi ctional World War II US Army Air Corps 

bombardier Captain Yossarian, who is based on the island of 

Pianosa, west of Italy. The following interchange takes place 

between Yossarian and his crew while on a bombing mission:

“Bomb bay clear,” Sergeant Knight in the back would announce.

“Did we hit the bridge?” McWatt would ask.

“I couldn’t see, sir, I kept getting bounced back here pretty hard 

and I couldn’t see. Everything’s covered with smoke now and I can’t 

see.”

“Hey, Aarfy, did the bombs hit the target?”

“What target?” Captain Aardvaark, Yossarian’s plump, pipe-

smoking navigator would say from the confusion of maps he had 

created at Yossarian’s side at the nose of the ship. “I don’t think 

we’re at the target yet, are we?”

“Yossarian, did the bombs hit the target?”

“What bombs?” answered Yossarian, whose only concern had been 

the fl ak.

“Oh well,” McWatt would sing, “what the hell.” [12]

As this antiwar, anti–irrational bureaucracy novel illustrates, inso-

lence directed toward unreasonable, arbitrary authority can be a 

form of adaptive behavior and provide some protection from 

extreme pressure to conform to unreasonable demands. In the case 

of the servicemen in Heller’s novel, passive-aggressive behavior is 

an effective survival strategy.
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Generally, however, a passive-aggressive attitude compromises 

organizational life. Although negativists tend to avoid open con-

fl ict, their querulousness, obstructive behavior, and scornful atti-

tude toward authority work against them. They make poor leaders, 

because in addition to their own inadequate performance, they 

aren’t able to bring out the best in others or encourage people to 

higher levels of performance. They do best as low-level employees 

in settings where there are relatively few consequences for non-

productive behavior, or where there are either few rewards or 

rewards that are distributed arbitrarily. In such situations they may 

get away with foot-dragging slowness and ineffi ciency. But their 

unwillingness to get things done means that they won’t last long 

in most organizations. Those who do last generally don’t advance 

well. Their confusion about what they want from life means that 

they’re poor at career planning, and their behavior is clearly not 

conducive to career progression.

T H E  A N T I S O C I A L  D I S P O S I T I O N

Joe Wright didn’t know what to do with Al Dover, one of the 

senior traders in the investment bank where Joe held a top man-

agement position. Al produced undeniably great results, but Joe 

was bombarded with complaints about the way he went about 

getting them. Like the complainants, Joe was worried about Al’s 

aggression and apparent need to control others. Al seemed to have 

a total disregard for other people’s rights. As far as Joe could tell, 

Al demonstrated a remarkable lack of insight into the effect his 

behavior had on others. Discussions they’d had about it had gone 

nowhere; Al denied everything. But with so much smoke, there 

had to be a fi re somewhere.

Joe also had a hunch that Al wasn’t abiding by the rules set by 

the investment community and had been ignoring the boundaries 

of confi dentiality. He had been accused of trading for personal 
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profi t, but the evidence was fl imsy and his reputation as a star 

producer had allowed him to get away with it. Joe had supported 

him through that but remained concerned about the way Al had 

rationalized his actions. Joe had suggested that Al would profi t 

from having a leadership coach, but Al’s reaction was that any 

problems he was involved in were of others’ making.

Matters came to a head when a female research analyst com-

plained that Al had responded with verbal intimidation when she 

confronted him with an accusation of insider trading. That intimi-

dation, if the complaint was valid, could cost the bank dearly. Al 

claimed that he couldn’t remember the incident, even though it 

was allegedly very recent, and he also denied the charge of insider 

trading. Listening to him, Joe was suddenly reminded of the story 

of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Al’s charm just didn’t fi t with some 

of the stories Joe had heard about him. Was he being manipulated? 

Was Al disregarding the bank’s ethical guidelines? Was Al another 

Nick Leeson (the trader who had bankrupted Barings Bank) in 

the making?

People with an antisocial disposition like Al’s fail to conform 

to social norms, rules, and obligations. They have a callous disre-

gard for the rights and safety of other people, along with an easily 

triggered temper and a capacity for violence. They show no remorse 

when their actions hurt others. Despite their bravura, however, 

they’re quite insecure, with low self-confi dence and self-esteem. 

To cover their insecurities, they resort to defense mechanisms such 

as scapegoating, rationalization, projection, and denial, all strat-

egies designed to shift responsibility away from oneself and onto 

others. Not surprisingly, they’re accomplished liars [2]; [13].

Typically, people with an anti-social disposition are:

• impulsive and reckless

• self-centered

• independent

• suspicious of intimacy
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• callous and abusive

• charming and manipulative

• dishonest and amoral

• aggressive to the point of violence

Sustained neglect and abuse in childhood often result in antisocial 

behavior in adults. Looking back, we might expect to fi nd asocial 

parents who were inconsistently available or were impulsive and 

erratic, perhaps in combination with criminal infl uences and 

violence. Over time, children raised in this sort of environment 

develop contempt for the rules of what they see as a hypocritical 

society. But deprived and abusive environments aren’t the only 

breeding grounds for this kind of behavior: children from privi-

leged backgrounds can also be antisocial. The main factor is a 

perception of neglect and deprivation within the family system. 

Generally, the fi rst indications of antisocial behavior begin to 

emerge in childhood or adolescence.

Broken homes and homes where the parents have a history of 

substance abuse or mental illness nurture antisocial behavior. Chil-

dren who grow up with violence and abuse adopt the behavior 

that has been modeled for them and typically turn to fellow lost 

souls in a desperate attempt to establish solidarity, to fi nd a place 

in a hostile, uncaring world. Lacking guidance and care when 

growing up, these people never acquire a basic awareness of other 

people’s feelings. Unlike the abrasive prototype, however, they’re 

not driven by vengeful feelings. They simply know no better; they 

have never learned to care.

Typical elements of antisocial behavior in childhood and ado-

lescence include lying, stealing, and fi ghting, behaviors that help 

to relieve tension, irritability, and boredom. There may also be 

issues with authority and the law, cruelty to animals, pyromania, 

academic failure, and aggressive sexual behavior. More than any 

of the other prototypes we’ve looked at in this and recent chapters, 

people with an antisocial disposition are drawn to crime, 
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sensation-seeking, and high-risk behaviors such as excessive drink-

ing and drug abuse.

As adults, antisocials have a great need to control others. Once 

they have power, they are prone to humiliate and dominate others. 

When they’re hindered in exerting control, they exhibit violent 

tempers that can fl are up quickly and without regard for others. 

Not surprisingly, then, antisocials tend to have poor interpersonal 

relationships. Fearful of their own inadequacies, unwilling to take 

responsibility for their behavior, they’re always on the attack, 

always the aggressor, always prepared to victimize others. Deprived 

of the lessons of caring in childhood, their capacity to love—even 

simply to relate intimately and affectionately with another person—

is markedly impaired. Without the compassion, sincerity, and 

ethical and moral values that characterize most human beings, they 

experience only superfi cial and shallow emotional reactions 

(though some can produce an empathic façade), and their relation-

ships have little depth. Their only emotional strength is hostility.

A N T I S O C I A L S  W I T H I N  T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

People with an antisocial disposition, known in their extreme form 

as sociopaths, are generally intellectually able but morally color-

blind, unable to differentiate between acceptable and unacceptable 

forms of behavior. Like moths to a fl ame, they’re attracted to 

power, prestige, and money and have few diffi culties infi ltrating 

the world of business. They know how to bend the rules to their 

advantage and can be convincing, compulsive liars when called to 

account. They lack a sense of responsibility for their actions and 

are devoid of any sense of remorse.

There are many antisocial people to be found in organizations; 

compulsive liars who can be charming while excelling at deception 

and evading accountability; predators who, refusing to acknow-

ledge the contributions and achievements of others, twist, distort, 
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and misrepresent everything others do. They’re capable of theft 

and plagiarism. Like abrasives, antisocials do best (and may even 

thrive) in organizations where authority is weak and senior man-

agement fails to erect boundaries against this kind of behavior.

Restructuring is a favorite tactic of antisocials who have 

reached a senior position in an organization. The chaos that results 

is an ideal smokescreen for dysfunctional leadership. Failure at the 

top goes unnoticed, while the process of restructuring creates the 

illusion of a strong, creative hand on the helm.

The story of Lord Conrad Black, who is a real-life parallel to 

the protagonist in Citizen Kane, exemplifi es many of the antisocial 

(and abrasive) personality characteristics outlined here. At one 

point Black was the third-largest media magnate in the world. 

Apart from the Citizen Kane resemblance, there were also uncanny 

parallels between Black and Dennis Kozlowski of Tyco. But opti-

mists would say that at least Kozlowski managed to make some 

money for his shareholders, whereas investors in Black’s fl agship 

company, Hollinger International, weren’t so lucky. With the 

acquiescence of lawyers, accountants, and directors who refused 

to challenge him, Black and a few cronies allegedly skimmed off 

95 % of the fi rm’s profi ts through “management fees” (on top of 

salaries and bonuses) in the last six years of his reign (to say nothing 

of the luxury cars, mansions, private jets, and other perks they 

accumulated) [14].

Black’s leadership style has been described as ruthless, volatile, 

and vindictive. Shareholder activism and corporate governance 

counted for nothing: Hollinger International was run as a personal 

fi efdom. Eventually, however, Black’s hubris led to his downfall.

Throughout his life Black acted as if he was too important for 

the rules of law and etiquette that apply to ordinary people. From 

an early age he was fascinated by power, studying the lives of his-

torical fi gures and developing friendships with some of the world’s 

leading politicians. Through his newspapers he tried to position 
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himself as an intellectual force of right-wing conservatism. He 

seemed to want to use the media to reshape the political culture 

of society. As time went on, however, the money and fame that 

came with the newspapers wasn’t enough for him. He wanted a 

title. By renouncing his Canadian citizenship, he made himself 

eligible for the British discretionary peerage. When the Canadian 

Prime Minister Jean Chrétien moved to block his entrance into 

the House of Lords, Black went so far as to sue him.

Conrad Black was born into a wealthy Canadian family. His 

father was the president of Canadian Breweries, an international 

brewing conglomerate. The older man’s dying words to his son 

were allegedly, “Life is hell, most people are bastards, and every-

thing is bullshit.” At an early age, Black demonstrated his entre-

preneurial spirit by selling exam papers at his private school, Upper 

Canada College, after which he was promptly expelled. He rose 

to national prominence through a series of ingenious takeovers 

and the restructuring of holding companies. By the early 1990s 

the Hollinger group controlled over 400 newspapers in North 

America.

Black was reputed to be an extremely hands-on proprietor. To 

him, newspapers weren’t a public good, and when it suited him 

he would intervene in editorial policy-making. He strongly 

believed that he had the ultimate responsibility for what the 

newspapers he owned had to say. Disagreeing with Black wasn’t 

an option. Excessively litigious, he would sue whenever he was 

obstructed and succeeded in intimidating many journalists.

On 17 November 2003, Black announced that he would step 

down as CEO of Hollinger. The move followed fi ndings by a 

special committee that Black and other senior executives had 

received $ 32.15 million in unauthorized payments. The private jet 

and the cars, the homes in London, New York, and Palm Beach, 

the FDR memorabilia—even the philanthropic donations to 

hospitals and arts institutions—almost all had been paid for by 
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shareholders. Black was accused of improperly diverting tens of 

millions of dollars of corporate assets from Hollinger International. 

However, he denied any wrongdoing, maintaining that the 

committee’s report contained numerous inaccuracies and 

misrepresentations.

Whatever the outcome of the legal issues, Black has been irre-

vocably toppled from his perch, his empire has been broken up, 

his name has been horribly tarnished, and his network of high-

powered friends has dissolved. Few believe that Black will ever 

run a public company again.

P R O T O T Y P E S  A N D  B E YO N D

Richard Freely, the president of a faltering company in the electri-

cal appliance industry, seemed increasingly unwilling to face the 

declining profi t position of his company. One month before the 

banks eventually took control of the fi rm, he held meetings during 

which he discussed nonexistent orders, the development of revo-

lutionary new machinery, and the introduction of innovative prod-

ucts. These new developments were supposed to turn the company 

around and dramatically change its position in the industry. Richard 

dismissed the dismal profi t-and-loss picture, ineffi ciencies in pro-

duction, and poor sales performance, attributing them to unfair 

industry practices by competitors or even sabotage, and assured his 

managers that change was imminent and that the company would 

shortly be out of the red.

Richard wasn’t doing much better than his company. Always 

a loner, he became more and more detached as the stressfulness of 

his situation increased. He became unapproachable: anyone who 

seemed likely to bring bad news couldn’t get an appointment with 

him, and even sycophants had to be careful. It didn’t take much 

to arouse his suspicions that someone was conspiring against him. 

If any subordinate questioned him, Richard indulged in an out-
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burst of coruscating, humiliating anger and then fi red the dazed 

employee. The evil spell was broken only when the banks took 

control.

In Richard Freely we see a mixture of styles: elements of the 

paranoid disposition in the way he blamed unfair competition or 

sabotage for his problems, elements of the detached disposition in 

his increasing isolation, and elements of the abrasive disposition in 

his anger management (or lack of it). In fact, hybrids—mixtures 

of all these styles and others—are the rule rather than the excep-

tion, and a “normal” personality recognizes elements of many of 

the styles in his or her behavior. Anyone trying to analyse their 

own or a leader’s style, then, should remember that “pure” proto-

types are fairly rare. Because of the blending of styles, diagnoses 

are often very diffi cult to make. An overview of the different 

personality styles described here and in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, and 

the likelihood of fi nding each style in leaders and followers, is 

given in Table 5.1.

As I’ve indicated, certain combinations of personality style 

tend toward leadership, and others mean that people will be fol-

lowers. Some mixtures of styles can be winning combinations, 

Table 5.1 An overview of the spectrum of personalities

Disposition Leadership Tendencies Follower Tendencies

Narcissistic Very high Low

Dramatic Medium High

Controlling High High

Dependent Very low High

Self-defeating Very Low High

Detached Medium Medium

Depressive Low Low

Abrasive Medium Low

Paranoid High Medium

Negativistic Very low Medium

Antisocial High Low
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while others can be extremely dysfunctional. For example, nar-

cissism and a controlling disposition create a complementary com-

bination that can be highly successful. On the other hand, as the 

example of Richard Freely shows, combining paranoia with 

detachment and abrasiveness spells disaster.

Although certain prototypes are more likely to make successful 

leaders than others, as the table indicates, it’s all a matter of degree. 

While moderation in mixtures of style may have no ill effects, 

excess almost certainly will.

In our discussion of prototypes, we’ve seen that the acquisition 

of a specifi c personality disposition is a duet between nature and 

nurture. Personality doesn’t develop in isolation, but in a compli-

cated context of people and places and events. It’s a process that 

we all go through. Like rain, it leaves nobody untouched. Assessing 

personalities is also a complex process. Many very subtle indicators 

need to be taken into consideration. In some ways, people are like 

books, and it takes time to read them and work out the plot. The 

more “books” we read, the more we discover that “normal” and 

“abnormal” are just stations on a spectrum of possibilities. Para-

doxically, even being too normal—a normopath, we might say—

can be a problem. We learn too, as I’ve noted here, that most of 

us represent a variety of different dispositions; though we may 

favor one, we can’t be slotted into any one specifi c prototype.

Most important, as noted earlier, personality is destiny. All of 

us like having a personality of our own; we like being unique. 

That’s what the narcissism of minor differences is all about. 

However, none of us wants to be too different. Maintaining that 

balance remains a challenge to us all.
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No great genius has ever existed without a touch of madness.

—Aristotle

The history of the world’s great leaders is often the story of human 

folly.

—Voltaire

It’s a terrible thing to look over your shoulder when you are trying 

to lead—and fi nd no one there.

—Franklin Roosevelt

The quieter you become, the more you can hear.

—Zen proverb

Noh, a form of play that originated in Japan in the 14th century, 

is one of the oldest existing forms of theatre. Originally an enter-

tainment for religious festivals, Noh developed further under the 

protection of medieval shoguns. Noh performances are typically a 
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combination of song, dialogue, music, and especially dance, with 

themes addressing human destiny rather than specifi c events. They 

often feature restless ghosts who are compelled to return to earth 

to retell their stories in a sacred space.

Noh plays are performed in a restrained, highly stylized 

manner; the actors, like Zen priests, are inscrutable, their gestures 

abstracted by simplifi cation as is typical of Zen communication. 

Along with elaborate costumes, the actors wear masks to convey 

their characters. The masks help ensure that an actor’s facial expres-

sion never varies from that which the playwright intended (though 

an actor may change his mask in mid-performance, as dictated by 

the play). Along with the other components of Noh, masks help 

the actors concentrate on the essence or soul of the people they’re 

representing.

Noh is a truly timeless art form: it speaks to modern audiences 

as it did to the noblemen and women of a much earlier period. As 

indicated above, there are parallels between Zen and Noh, the 

former having had considerable indirect infl uence on the latter. 

Both Noh art and Zen are underpinned by imbalance and paradox. 

The early Noh producers and actors worked primarily for an audi-

ence whose aesthetic standards were those of Zen; and whatever 

may be said of the literary content of the plays, their structure and 

the atmosphere of their presentation were in full accordance with 

the canons of Zen taste.

A comparable Zen-like stylized theater, but of a very different 

form, can be found in Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph des Willens (or 

Triumph of the Will). Presented as a fi lm, this recording of the 

annual Nazi Party Congress at historic Nuremberg in September 

1934 may be the most controversial documentary ever made, being 

both despised and admired. Considered the greatest propaganda 

fi lm of all time, Triumph of the Will’s sense of spectacle made it a 

visual icon to Nazism. The fi lm is not only a full-blown celebra-

tion of the power of the Nazi regime, but in particular a glorifi ca-

tion of Adolf Hitler. It chronicles the week of events at the Nazi 
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rally, culminating in a speech by Hitler. As with watching a Zen-

infl uenced Noh play, seeing Triumph of the Will is a remarkable 

experience, due to its artistic quality—its lyrical, dance-like cine-

matographic rhythm and its light and dark movements. Nazi 

symbols—swastikas, eagles, fl ags, and banners—are highlighted 

from different angles, making for a great sense of drama. People 

are blended into the background or fi lmed as part of a group: we 

see anonymous masses of soldiers marching, carrying Nazi fl ags, 

and saluting the Fuehrer. Vast faceless masses appear to be an 

essential part of the fi lm’s construction; Hitler is the only non-

faceless persona—but given the way he comes across, he could be 

a Noh actor with a set of masks.

This black-and-white documentary, with a mastery of tech-

nique that’s both breathtaking and sinister, brilliantly captures the 

Wagnerian grandeur and meticulous choreography of the Nazi 

rally. To give the documentary real momentum, Riefenstahl opens 

it with Hitler descending in a plane from the skies above Nurem-

berg to an enthusiastic reception from Nazi supporters on the 

ground. From Hitler’s arrival all the way to the end, the fi lm shows 

an incredibly orchestrated spectacle featuring tens of thousands of 

extras. This remarkable documentary takes great pleasure in the 

Teutonic architecture of Albert Speer, the formal precision of 

marching cadres, and above all, the almost religious exaltation of 

Hitler as the mystical personifi cation of the dreams and ideals 

of his people. The fi lm is like a love song celebrating Hitler’s 

charismatic talents.

People obviously believed what they saw in the Noh-like 

images they were shown in Triumph of the Will—believed in the 

elaborate glorifi cation of a dark leader and in the staged beauty of 

dictatorship. The ranting of Hitler, with his frightening tirades 

about the glory of Germany, the stultifi cation of people used to 

being addressed by blaring intonation rather than common sense—

the result is a mesmerizing experience. At the end of the docu-

mentary, after Hitler has delivered an impassioned speech that stirs 
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up his enthralled audience, admiring aide Rudolph Hess takes the 

microphone, points to Hitler (as if emphasizing the ultimate abdi-

cation of self ), and says, “Adolf Hitler is Germany and Germany 

is Adolf Hitler. He who takes an oath to Hitler takes an oath to 

Germany!” Few people at that rally would have been able to 

prevent themselves from being swept away in the maelstrom of 

visual, symbolic, and emotional forces. The enthusiasm with which 

the Germans threw themselves into an orgy of violence and self-

destruction is a testimony to the mesmerizing qualities of charis-

matic leadership—in this case, of the darkest sort.

The term “charismatic leadership” is often used to describe the 

compelling effect some people have on those in their employ or 

constituency. Charismatic leaders, like pop stars, have the ability 

to leave their audience spellbound and inspired. As a consequence, 

they have the potential to help transform others: charismatic 

leaders, through language, attitude, and action, help people tran-

scend their normal way of doing things. But as the movie Triumph 

of the Will demonstrates dramatically—and as Zen teaching empha-

sizes—these charismatic, inspirational qualities can also be a cause 

for great concern. The shadow side of this form of leadership has 

been a source of inspiration for Zen masters, psychoanalysts, and 

leadership coaches alike. While the ability to inspire others can be 

used for the good, it can easily be used for the bad, as the example 

of Hitler demonstrates. Charismatic leaders can be like the Pied 

Piper, entrancing those around them and leading them to their 

doom. Many charismatic people engage in self-destructive behav-

ior, and when they draw others with them, the consequences can 

be far-reaching and even deadly.

T H E  G I F T  A N D  C U R S E  O F  C H A R I S M A

In the previous chapters I’ve presented various character prototypes 

and discussed how personality can affect leadership style. In this 
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chapter I’ll be looking at personality from a different angle, intro-

ducing the emotional addict—a person characterized by serious 

mood swings—as the latest in our personality parade. The reason 

for singling out this particular behavior modality is that it’s often 

aligned with charismatic behavior and leadership. Moreover, it’s 

especially common among leaders who lead their organizations 

and their people astray. Thus a better understanding of the psy-

chological functioning of the emotional addict will help us better 

understand the psychodynamics of people in organizations.

Charisma is a special characteristic that some people, and most 

truly effective leaders, possess. The term charisma comes from the 

Greek word kharisma, or gift. Although it’s generally used to 

describe the ability to charm or infl uence people, it also has re-

ligious connotations, meaning “of the spirit” or “inspired”—that 

is, having God’s light shining through one. People with charisma 

are seen as possessing invisible energy that creates highly visible 

effects. Not surprisingly, as the case of Hitler shows at the negative 

extreme, many people feel attracted to charismatic leaders. Such 

leaders gather followers by dint of personality and charm, rather 

than via external power or authority. But what makes them so 

attractive can also be their downfall, and that of the people associ-

ated with them.

When we put aside charisma’s religious associations, what are 

some of its qualities? Why is it such a mysterious force? What 

makes it so special? At a purely descriptive level we can list adjec-

tives such as visionary, energetic, unconventional, exemplary, and 

theatrical. We have to go deeper, though, to decode the mystery. 

If we adopt a clinical orientation and draw on the concepts of 

transference (as described in Chapter 2), the enigma of charisma 

becomes less murky. We then recognize that followers respond to 

their leaders as they would have done to their parents or other 

authority fi gures while growing up. In fact, this process is part of 

a general developmental matrix that repeats itself, to some extent, 

in most leader-follower relationships. As the past is transferred to 
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the present in the interaction between a dynamic leader and his 

or her followers, it sets the stage for “charismatic attribution,” 

reactivating former developmental interaction patterns and bring-

ing a hunger for idealization to the fore once again.

It’s clear that charisma can be a gift, but as many followers can 

attest, it has the potential to be a curse as well. As noted earlier, 

charismatic leaders can cause a contagion of enthusiasm and excel-

lence. They can also trigger contagion of a far more negative sort, 

drawing their followers into collusive relationships. Some of the 

leader-follower collusions can be summarized by the term “folie 

à deux,” or shared madness, a form of mental contagion [1]–[4]. 

In folie à deux situations, both parties get stuck in a process of 

mutual projective identifi cation—there’s a hefty psychological 

term for you!—that hampers growth and development.

Projective identifi cation, an attempt to apprehend and infl u-

ence another person’s subjective world, is a complex, subtle, almost 

mystical process whereby a part of the self is expelled and “depos-

ited” into someone else. As an interpersonal process, it can be 

interpreted as an intrusive, primitive form of communication 

whereby the initiator gets the receiver to experience a set of feel-

ings similar to his or her own. Through this process of projective 

identifi cation, both parties—be it consciously or unconsciously—

are drawn together. The person who does the projecting evokes 

in the recipient of the projection feelings parallel to the ones pro-

jected. In other words, the recipient, who then experiences similar 

feelings, understands the initiator [5].

In the case of folie à deux, leaders whose capacity for reality-

testing has become impaired shift their delusions and unusual 

behavior patterns to their subordinates, who in turn often not only 

take an active part in, but also enhance, and elaborate on the delu-

sions. The recipients of these delusional ideas start to behave in 

accordance with the projected fantasies (rather than simply under-

standing them). In some situations the initiator uses the recipient 

as a kind of “garbage disposal,” trying to make him or her the 

recipient of the initiator’s own undesired qualities.



E L AT I O N  A N D  I T S  V I C I S S I T U D E S 141

Given the power dynamics of organizations, colleagues and 

followers who aren’t willing to “play” with a delusional leader 

aren’t likely to last. Followers who want to remain employed may 

need to engage in mental acrobatics to stay in the orbit of their 

leader; they may need to twist and stretch reality a little or a lot 

in order to stay close to the center of power. If they want to mini-

mize confl ict and disagreement, they must be willing to sacrifi ce 

the truth on the altar of intimacy, maintaining a connection with 

the leader even though that person has lost touch with reality. (The 

phenomenon of projective identifi cation isn’t purely negative, 

however, because it forms the basis for empathy, intuition, leaps 

of nonverbal synchronicity, experiences of mystical union with 

another person, and the ability to “read” another person’s mind.)

“Mental gridlock” often occurs in situations of folie à deux, 

because once people fall into dysfunctional interaction patterns, 

they can’t fi nd their way out. In fact, they can’t even see the rut 

that they’re in. Given that projective identifi cation is an uncon-

scious process, both leader and follower in a collusive relationship 

would almost certainly deny the collusion. The players lack the 

ability to see their relationship objectively; they can’t see that 

they’re trapped in a “parasitic” bond. And they certainly wouldn’t 

acknowledge that their collusion is a sign of arrested development, 

though it’s an attempt to deal with deep-seated, unresolved child-

hood experiences and confl icts.

A famous example of folie à deux between two individuals is 

found in the literary relationship between Don Quixote and 

Sancho Panza in Miguel de Cervantes’ masterpiece. Don Quixote, 

a nobleman, has completely lost touch with reality: he fi ghts wind-

mills that he thinks are his enemies, and he sees virtue and beauty 

in a woman whom society has rejected as a prostitute. His squire, 

at the outset a reasonable, sane man, ends up sharing the delusions 

of his master, becoming equally mad.

When collusive relationships, with their impaired reality-

testing, develop in an organizational setting, they can have various 

outcomes—all negative. What starts on a small scale—the leader 
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and a single follower—can lead to the full-blown contagion of 

groupthink and folie en masse. The result is typically the self-

destruction of the leader, professionally speaking, and the demise 

of the organization. If before the ultimate “fall” some of the organ-

izational participants recognize that the leader is out of touch with 

reality and sense the dangers of collusion, the endgame may include 

a “palace revolution” whereby the leader is overthrown.

Important as transference (expressed in an extreme way in folie 

à deux) is to charisma, it alone doesn’t always fully explain that 

phenomenon. Even among charismatic leaders there are some who 

stand out as especially infl uential and magnetic, or who at times 

take on a special fervor. At the root of their charisma is what psy-

chologists call hypomania, or elation, a close relative of manic-

depression. When they’re in an elevated, expansive mood state, 

their energetic behavior becomes even more compelling, making 

them highly attractive to others and thus more able to confer their 

perceptions and mood states on others.

Although most of us have heard about manic-depressive illness, 

with its devastating consequences to the sufferer and to friends and 

family, many are unaware of milder temperamental variants of this 

condition—patterns of behavior, including hypomania, that aren’t 

as easily identifi ed. People whose behavior is hypomanic are prone 

to mildly manic states rather than the extreme highs and lows of 

full-blown manic-depressive illness [6]–[9].

T H E  S I R E N S  O F  H Y P O M A N I A

An example will help illustrate the complex nature of hypomania. 

A few years ago, I received a phone call from an acquaintance, the 

non-executive chairman of Novorex, a large consumer products 

company. He was interested in talking to me because the board 

he headed had just forced the resignation of David O’Connor, a 

man in his mid-forties who had been the CEO of the company 
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for just over three years. Initially, according to my acquaintance, 

all the board members had been very pleased to have David at the 

helm of Novorex. He had been a highly attractive candidate for 

the position; his charm, energy, and positive thinking had won 

over everyone on the board. More important, he had been full of 

ideas for revitalizing the company, which had been in a slump for 

quite a few years.

Soon after being hired by the board, David had gone on 

an acquisition spree to improve Novorex’s global product/

market position. Although his logic for the different acquisitions 

was convincing at the time, the acquisition policy soon put 

Novorex in dire fi nancial straits and saddled it with a portfolio 

of poorly matched enterprises. The promised synergies weren’t 

materializing.

My acquaintance confessed somewhat sheepishly that he and 

the other board members felt considerable responsibility for the 

present sorry state of the company; they regretted not having 

been more vigilant in monitoring and questioning David about 

his moves. He explained that the board had been entranced by 

David’s vision of the future; his intensity, his energy, and his self-

assuredness had been almost intoxicating. David really knew how 

to induce enthusiasm in other people, according to my acquain-

tance. As a result, the board had gone along with David until it 

was almost too late. Even after the board members had commis-

sioned an external consulting report and learned that most of the 

acquisitions were lemons—a fact confi rmed by the fi nancial results 

and stock prices over the last two years—they had been reluctant 

to act.

My acquaintance explained that he and the other board 

members had waited so long to intervene because they really 

wanted to believe David’s claim that—in spite of poor fi nancial 

results—a turnaround was just around the corner. However, a 

costly strike at their major distribution center, the result of a 

number of poorly executed cost-cutting measures, had convinced 
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them otherwise. That development surely meant another year of 

serious losses and a further fall in the share price. With some of 

their larger institutional shareholders becoming vocal in their con-

cerns, the strike had left them no alternative but to pull the plug 

and ask for David’s resignation.

It was clear from my acquaintance’s comments that his sense 

of responsibility extended beyond the company to the colleague 

who had been asked to resign. He implied that, by allowing them-

selves to be caught up in David’s personal magnetism, they had 

failed not only the company but the man they had hired. He felt 

that David, in his present state, needed some help and asked me if 

I would see him. I told him that I would be happy to do so. When 

I received a call from David later that same day, we set up an 

appointment a couple of days hence.

On the basis of my acquaintance’s description of David, I had 

expected a very different type of person than the man who kept 

that appointment. It wasn’t easy to recognize, in the man slumped 

in my offi ce chair, the energetic, self-assured individual I had heard 

described previously. As a matter of fact, David made exactly the 

opposite impression: I saw a person who felt sad and empty, who 

had little interest or pleasure in anything. When I probed a bit, 

David complained about his inability to sleep, his loss of appetite, 

and his general sense of fatigue.

David explained his present mood state as a consequence of his 

dismissal. Having had time to refl ect on the matter, he acknowl-

edged that the board’s decision wasn’t completely unreasonable—

an acknowledgment that grieved him. His behavior and actions 

may have given them cause, he admitted: his acquisition policy 

may have been too bold; he may have painted too optimistic a 

picture of the expected results; he may have been a bit too cavalier 

with the fi gures; he maybe should have heeded the advice of some 

of his more “sober” executives rather than attempting to sweep 

them away with his enthusiasm. He confessed that he had ignored 

a consulting report that showed more depressing numbers than the 
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ones he had presented to the board, and had rationalized the dra-

matic fall in share price as just temporary.

Though David described his mood state as rooted in his dis-

missal, it soon became clear from the conversation that he had 

been prone to mood swings since childhood. He mentioned that 

there had been many periods in his life when he had been wildly 

out of control—dominated by soaring highs and melancholy lows. 

Almost a decade earlier he had consulted a psychiatrist for help in 

controlling his unstable behavior, and she had prescribed medica-

tion that had helped him for a time; it had made his life more 

balanced. However, he had found that life with lithium wasn’t as 

rich as life without; the antidepressant had resulted in an emotional 

dampening of his experiences, making his existence more “fl at,” 

less exciting. Missing the highs of hypomania, he had stopped 

taking the medication, and he remained off it to this day, prefer-

ring the occasional state of euphoria (and the lows that were part 

of the package) to the more middle-of-the-road state he had 

attained with the help of medication.

David tried to explain to me how he felt when fl ying high. 

While in that state, he said, he perceived everything much more 

intensely. A simple thing like walking in the local park, for example, 

became an almost mystical experience. With all his senses fully 

operating, his awareness of all the objects in his environment was 

intensifi ed. Whatever he did—be it looking at a tree or a fl ower, 

listening to a bird, or talking with an associate—he did more 

deeply.

It became clear from the conversation that David was addicted 

to his high moods. Being in an elevated state brought him a great 

deal of satisfaction and seemed to benefi t his work as well. It 

increased his own productivity and helped him energize his col-

leagues and actualize the various projects they were involved in. 

He said that getting others excited about his ideas made him feel 

alive. When that high-spiritedness left him, life had a dead and 

deadening quality.
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Upon further questioning, David mentioned that before his 

marriage he had been something of a Don Juan, dating a steady 

supply of girlfriends. Women had seemed to fl ock to him back 

then, drawn by his ebullience. While not many stayed around 

long, he had enjoyed their company, craving the intensifi ed sexual 

feelings he had experienced when in an elevated mood state. 

David’s ability to attract women seemed to have had an addictive 

quality to it—the more women he dated, the more he felt the urge 

to meet new women—but it had also had a destabilizing infl uence, 

making him more prone to mood swings.

His marriage at the age of twenty-six had helped somewhat 

in balancing his moods. His wife had given some stability to his 

life. Recently, however, with the children in college, his wife had 

embarked on a full-time career. Their equilibrium changed as they 

saw less and less of each other. With his wife preoccupied with 

professional concerns, David began to spend more time at the 

offi ce and on travel, and he had affairs whenever tempted, making 

little effort to conceal the evidence from his wife. Gradually, his 

preoccupation with other women ate into their marriage. He and 

his wife had been separated for over a year, but he was only now 

coming to realize how much the decrease in interaction with his 

wife had affected him.

It also became clear from the conversation that David was no 

stranger to substance abuse. He often resorted to help from a bottle 

when he was feeling up, because alcohol prolonged and intensifi ed 

the euphoric effects. When asked, he denied that he was an alco-

holic, but he admitted that he drank a few whiskeys each day. He 

also admitted that he had experimented with a few drugs, includ-

ing cocaine.

Before joining Novorex, David had been the chief operating 

offi cer of another company in a related industry, working closely 

with the CEO—a man whom David described as exerting a sta-

bilizing infl uence on his life. They had been very successful as a 

team, in part because their temperaments offset each other: the 
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conservative CEO had modifi ed David’s expansive ideas into more 

manageable proportions. David had succumbed to the temptations 

of a headhunter, however, and accepted the job at Novorex. He 

thought that serving as CEO would give him the opportunity to 

really show his worth. And for a while it had; he had been really 

fl ying—until the present crash.

The symptoms that David described suggested a relatively mild 

variety of manic-depressive or bipolar disorder. Bipolar illness 

encompasses a wide range of mood disorders and temperaments, 

varying in severity from cyclothymia—which is characterized by 

noticeable (but not debilitating) changes in mood, behavior, and 

thinking—to full-blown, life-threatening manic-depression. What 

makes the behavior of people with any of the bipolar variants 

unique is the cyclical nature of their illness. These people con-

stantly swing back and forth between two opposite poles of 

emotion.

In the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the Mental Disorders, 

DSM-IV-Tr [10], mood disorders are listed according to their 

intensity. Broadly speaking, a distinction is made between, in 

descending order of severity, Bipolar I Disorder, Bipolar II Disor-

der, and Cyclothymia. True manic-depressive illness, or Bipolar I 

Disorder (characterized by one or more manic episodes), isn’t 

something to be taken lightly. The mood disturbance of the true 

manic-depressive is suffi ciently severe to cause a marked impair-

ment in occupational functioning and in social activities and rela-

tionships. Some manic-depressives also experience psychotic 

episodes characterized by delusional thinking, hallucinations, and/

or bizarre behavior. Occasionally manic-depression is extreme 

enough to require hospitalization, to prevent harm to self or 

others. Without medication, all manic-depressives have diffi culty 

functioning normally. With medication, however, even those with 

a tendency toward psychosis generally don’t become psychotic. 

Any bouts of madness they do suffer are generally temporary, 

seldom progressing to chronic insanity.
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Of the three bipolar subcategories—Bipolar I Disorder, Bipolar 

II Disorder, and Cyclothymia—it’s the latter, less severe two that 

are more commonly found in organizational settings. Instead of 

engaging in truly manic behavior, with its increasingly explosive 

highs and potentially suicidal lows, Bipolar IIs and cyclothymics 

are prone to hypomanic behavior, or “mildly” manic states.

These hypomanic episodes alternate with depressive episodes 

during which people lose interest and enjoyment in normally 

pleasurable acts and events. They may also experience changes in 

appetite or weight, problems with sleeping (too much or too little), 

decreased energy, apathy, lethargy, hopelessness, a sense of empti-

ness and futility, feelings of worthlessness or guilt, diffi culty think-

ing, an inability to concentrate or make decisions, and recurring 

thoughts of death and suicidal fantasies. It should be noted that 

these mood disturbances aren’t due to the physiological effects of 

drug abuse or medication.

While hypomanics in the depressive state are bereft of energy, 

the opposite can be said of them when they’re in the manic state. 

It’s easy to see how executives in a hypomanic mode can revitalize 

and move organizations. Possessing qualities that are often described 

as charismatic, these people are energetic, fl amboyant, and expan-

sive. They know how to pull others under their spell with their 

unfl agging and intoxicating enthusiasm. They’re positive thinkers, 

undefi able optimists in the face of adversity; for them the glass is 

always half-full. Furthermore, they dare to tread where others fear 

to go; they easily assume risks and are willing to make bold moves. 

They crave stimulation, novelty, and excitement. Life is fi lled with 

meaning for them: they have a purpose, and there are many things 

to be done. They make enormous efforts to make their dreams 

come true and take others with them in their search for 

adventure.

While they’re in manic mode, their speed of mental associa-

tion, fl uency of thought, elevated mood, and strong sense of well-

being can be infectious, as can their sense of euphoria and their 
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pronounced enthusiasm. They radiate self-confi dence about the 

things that they’re trying to set into motion (although that confi -

dence is often later revealed to have been misplaced). Their high 

moods bring with them a sense that everything is possible. Given 

that belief in ultimate possibility, it’s not surprising that following 

the rules isn’t their forte. They know how to beat the system, 

fi nding creative ways around it. However, they often under-

estimate the effort needed to get projects on their way.

Hypomanics, when in their manic state, usually have an infl ated 

sense of self-esteem, as well as an unbending conviction of the 

correctness and importance of their ideas. Although this sense of 

conviction can be used for the good, it can also have disastrous 

consequences. The “I’m always right” way of thinking and behav-

ing tends to disregard valuable alternatives and thus contributes to 

poor judgment; this in turn can lead to chaotic patterns of personal 

and professional relationships. The grandiosity of hypomanics 

often leads them into impulsive involvement in questionable 

endeavors, ideas coming so quickly that one scheme follows on the 

heels of another. Hypomanics are often easily distracted as well; 

incapable of screening out more relevant from less relevant infor-

mation, they change activities as the urge hits them. There’s a 

certain volatility to their behavior, and they can be extremely 

impatient.

They’re also extremely social when manic, ready to engage 

whomever they encounter. Consequently, they may get caught up 

in intense and impulsive romantic or sexual liaisons, even with 

workplace colleagues. Compared to more common mortals, upbeat 

hypomanics seem to need very little sleep. A “good” night’s rest 

isn’t for them; there are too many things to be done. Because their 

thoughts may race, often at a rate faster than can be articulated, 

their speech pattern may be louder and more rapid than is usual.

What are the organizational consequences of this cluster of 

elevated-mood characteristics in hypomanics? The increased 

energy and expansiveness, the intensifi ed perceptual awareness, the 
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willingness to take risks, and the fl uency of thought associated 

with hypomania often result in highly productive and creative 

periods. As a result, hypomanics can be a real asset to their organ-

izations. They can be very imaginative and creative, and are gener-

ally high-achievers. As a matter of fact, a considerable body of 

research indicates a strong relationship between bipolar disorders 

and intellectual and creative achievement. A much higher than 

expected rate of bipolar disorders appears to exist among excep-

tionally creative artists and writers. One study concluded that 38 % 

of a sample of eminent British writers and artists had been treated 

for mood disorders [8]. While extreme fl uctuating mood states can 

contribute to creative imagination and expression, the research 

fi ndings also show that they can be a highly destructive force. For 

example, a large percentage of people suffering from bipolar dis-

orders have a history of some kind of substance abuse or depen-

dence. People with bipolar disorders are also far more likely to be 

suicide-prone.

The precarious balancing act of these people can be observed 

in business settings as well as in the creative realm. As indicated 

earlier, these people can make a major creative contribution to 

their organization. At the same time, their expansiveness, unwar-

ranted optimism, grandiosity, impulsiveness, and poor judgment 

while in an elevated mood state can lead to the undertaking of 

extremely risky ventures. So caught up in their grandiosity that 

they overestimate their capabilities, hypomanics may engage in 

more activities than they can handle—more than are humanly 

possible. Yet they don’t take well to suggestions about cutting back. 

Indeed, they can become extremely irritable when their wishes are 

thwarted. An irritable underpinning may characterize their behav-

ior across the board. Instability of mood, alternating between 

euphoria and irritability, is frequently seen in hypomanics.

The fact that hypomanics tend to deny that their behavior can 

be problematic complicates interactions with them; they often 

resist all efforts to be helped. And people who haven’t seen them 
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in their most manic state are prone to concur, because hypomanics 

put on a good front; they can be very convincing in assuring others 

that there’s nothing the matter with them. They avoid unpleasant 

ideas and perceptions, along with the emotional consequences of 

reality—the anxiety that would overwhelm them if the warded-off 

depressed feelings and images were permitted to fl ood them—by 

immersion in a mood state that varies from good humor to exulta-

tion; but only the good humor is readily apparent to outsiders.

S U R V I V I N G  T H E  “ M A N I AC ”

With the knowledge gained from this excursion into the vicissi-

tudes of hypomania, let’s return to David. What can be done to 

help him? What are his options? What would be the appropriate 

form of intervention? Generally speaking, what can be done to 

contain the contagion of this form of charismatic behavior before 

it destroys leaders, followers, and organizations?

As we consider treating this disorder, we have to take several 

things as givens.

Hypomania is a chronic condition; it won’t simply go away, 

even with treatment. In fact, there seems to be a genetic basis to 

manic-depressive illness, as demonstrated through studies of twins. 

Data from identical twins show that if one twin is manic-

depressive, it’s very likely that the other, if not manic-depressive, 

will have a cyclothymic nature [11].

Manic-depressive illness is relatively common. This is bad 

news, to be sure, but there’s good news to balance it.

No other form of mental disorder has been more profoundly 

affected by advances in neurophysiological research than the bipolar 

disorders. Lithium and related drugs are highly effective in con-

trolling the devastating effects of the more serious forms of this 

dysfunctional state, allowing people to lead relatively normal lives. 

Many people have taken these medications with good results.
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While drugs tend to be the fi rst line of defense against the 

bipolar disorders, it’s not clear to what extent such medications—

both those already in use and the many under development—limit 

the creativity and productivity of people with bipolar disorders. 

Present research shows confl icting fi ndings on the effects of medi-

cation on creative achievement. Although it can be said that there 

are real problems in giving pharmacological treatment to people 

with mood disorders—as David noted, medication may affect their 

intensity of experience—the consequences of not doing so are far 

worse. If nothing is done about bipolar illness, there’s a strong 

probability that it will progress, the mood swings becoming 

increasingly frequent and severe. Depression may intensify, increas-

ing the risk of suicide. Modern medicine permits relief from the 

extremes of despair and chaotic behavior, thereby allowing bipolars 

choices that they didn’t previously have.

Psychotherapy or leadership coaching in combination with 

medication can be a very effective means of treatment. Medication 

frees the person from the devastation caused by extreme depressive 

and manic episodes. Psychotherapy, for its part, helps the person 

deal with the disorder, assisting him or her to understand the 

psychological implications of mood swings and their aftermath 

and convincing him or her of the need to take medication to pre-

vent a recurrence. Psychotherapy or leadership coaching can also 

be seen as a form of preventive maintenance: the hypomanic 

client takes steps, as a life strategy, to mitigate the expected 

fl uctuations.

Of course, suggesting psychotherapy or leadership coaching is 

easier than initiating it, because hypomanics are rarely the best of 

listeners. While in a hypomanic state, whether up or down, they 

rarely have genuine insight into either their condition or how 

they’re perceived by others. Furthermore, as noted earlier, denial 

is a common defense mechanism among hypomanics—a mechan-

ism that seriously impairs their critical faculty. Especially when 

they’re in an elevated mood state, hypomanics tend to deny that 
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there’s anything the matter with them; they’re reluctant to admit 

the maladaptive nature of their behavior. When depressed they 

tend to be a bit more realistic about their abilities and possess more 

insight; for that reason, they’re more easily reached when down.

What can be done to help a colleague who exhibits hypomanic 

characteristics? Colleagues can take on the “container” role; that 

is, they can psychologically “hold” the person while he or she is 

on a high or low, reining him or her in when necessary. Executives 

who recognize a hypomanic among them and sense the intoxica-

tion of a hypomanic’s behavior can partner that person with 

someone of an especially sober mind, and they can work to create 

an overall executive role constellation whereby several other exec-

utives can exert a balancing infl uence. Colleagues can then caution 

the person before he or she plunges into ill-conceived business 

activities. Even the hypomanic who resents such warnings may 

heed them. In the case of the hypomanic who heads an organiza-

tion, the role of non-executive board members as a balancing 

power is critical.

David would do well to familiarize himself with the nature of 

hypomania, as described in the previous pages, and to work with 

a mental health professional to put together a treatment package. 

He can begin with a couple of common-sense steps toward stabil-

ity. First, given his vulnerability to mood swings, he should pace 

himself; the potential for drama in his life is great enough as it is. 

Second, in both his private and his public lives, he should avoid 

situations that aggravate his condition and create situations that 

do not.

Beyond these self-help measures, psychotherapy or leadership 

coaching may be of some help to David, as suggested above. Medi-

cation, while a more extreme measure, should also be considered 

if his severe mood swings continue. The combination of psycho-

therapy and medication may help him stabilize his life. Later, when 

he has attained a more balanced mood state, these interventions 

may no longer be needed. While David may regret that he no 
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longer has the extreme highs, he will be spared the crash that 

follows.

To synthesize treatment modalities, David should also evolve 

a life strategy that allows his wife to have a balancing infl uence. 

Taking that step, while easier said than done, will likely expedite 

therapeutic interventions. If the marriage is irreparable, he should 

fi nd another life partner—a woman who shares his wife’s “con-

tainment” capabilities and can bring him to earth when he’s fl ying 

too high. At work, he likewise needs checks and balances in the 

form of other executives, as I’ve noted—people who can calm him 

down when his hypomanic behavior takes over, who can exert a 

sobering infl uence without destroying his creative potential.

Executives caught up in the frenzy of Dionysian ecstasy dance 

a fi ne line between creative achievement and business catastrophe. 

Their decisions and actions, interpreted as bold and imaginative at 

the outset, may lead to disaster. However, hypomanics who learn 

from their mistakes, who nurture their refl ective capacities, who 

are able to put on the brakes when the alarm bells ring, who create 

life situations that have a balancing infl uence—these people can 

be a great asset to any organization. Their capacity to dream and 

set high goals, their positive attitude in the face of adversity, and 

their ability to inspire and energize go a long way toward giving 

their organizations a competitive advantage.

Clearly, then, hypomania isn’t something to be obliterated. 

Samuel Beckett, in Waiting for Godot, said, “We are all born mad. 

Some remain so.” And maybe that’s a good thing. In spite of dark 

forces that can run out of control—voices of unreason that can 

lead people to ruin—it’s to be hoped that we all retain a touch of 

madness. And we shouldn’t hide what madness we have, because 

it can be the source of much creativity. But we should try to 

contain it. One could even argue that too much sanity is itself a 

sign of madness. After all, without a degree of madness, life in 

organizations would be pretty dull. And such dullness would lead 
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to complacency, making us less prepared to deal with life’s 

discontinuities.
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C H A P T E R  7

THE IMPOSTOR SYNDROME: 
THE SHADOW SIDE 

OF SUCCESS

157

When you aim for perfection, you discover it’s a moving target.

—Geoffrey Fisher

The fi rst and worst of all frauds is to cheat one’s self.

—Philip James Bailey

I do not fear failure. I only fear the “slowing up” of the engine 

inside of me which is pounding, saying, “Keep going, someone 

must be on top, why not you?”

—General George Patton

If you cannot fi nd the truth right where you are, where else do you 

expect to fi nd it?

—Zen proverb

There’s a story about a duplicitous traveler who, while passing 

through a village, pretended to be a Zen master. His false sanctity 

easily fooled the credulous villagers, prompting them to exalt him 
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to saint-like status and provide for all his needs. Life was going 

smoothly for the impostor-sage until the day he made the acquain-

tance of a vain, gullible, but highly attractive woman who kindled 

his desire. To get his way, the impostor told her that he had lately 

been visited by the mountain spirit that protected the village. He 

explained to her that this spirit had so much fallen under her charm 

that he desired to enjoy her physically through his body. The 

woman, unable to resist this fl attery, submitted to his wishes. Many 

nights in a row, the impostor succeeded in taking advantage of 

her.

Unfortunately, the gullible woman wasn’t very discrete. She 

bragged to her friends about her special experiences with the 

mountain spirit. She told them how every evening the mountain 

spirit would fl y down from the mountain to make love to her on 

account of her special beauty. Her friends, too, found this news 

too exciting to repress. The story moved like wildfi re through the 

village. Soon the news reached the ears of the woman’s husband, 

who wasn’t pleased. He decided to fi nd whether the story was true, 

the proof he sought being the mountain spirit’s capacity to fl y.

And “fl y” the mountain spirit did when the husband burst into 

the room where his wife was in deep embrace with the impostor 

who was able to make a quick getaway, not by really fl ying, but 

by jumping out of the window. In spite of his dramatic exit, the 

husband and the other villagers managed to hunt him down. 

When they caught the impostor, they almost killed him. Luckily 

for him, he was saved by a passer-by, the abbot of the local 

monastery. This abbot gave him sanctuary but kept him in cap-

tivity, forcing him to study Zen to fi nd the true way. Pretending 

to be what he wasn’t was no longer an option.

As in this Zen story, people leading fraudulent lives or engag-

ing in fraudulent activities have always held a great deal of fascina-

tion for the general public. Many case histories of impostors and 

con men can be found in the psychological literature as well [1]. 

Most of these case histories (as in the case of the false Zen master) 
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explore the lives of “real” impostors or liars—that is, people on 

the far end of the imposture continuum, who are engaged in 

objectively fraudulent activities. When studying the lives of these 

impostors, we discover that psychological gratifi cation is much 

more important to most of them than the material advantages they 

gain. Whatever fi nancial benefi t they accrue is simply icing on the 

cake.

True impostors seem to reject and devalue their own identity, 

despite having genuine gifts. Instead of using their considerable 

talents to develop a solid career identity, they use them to engage 

in imposturous activities. Clinical psychologists have tried to 

explain this kind of behavior by suggesting that such people, for 

various reasons, have been forced into an adult role prematurely 

[2]–[10]. More insecure as children than most people, future 

impostors need an audience to help them establish a realistic sense 

of who they are. In order to capture and hold the admiration of 

grownups, these children develop astounding talents in mimicry—

most noticeably the ability to imitate adult behavior. Unfortu-

nately, the price of that distorted developmental track is often the 

lack of a well-formed separate self, a poor sense of identity, and 

poor reality-testing. These children may even start to believe their 

own fabrications. As stories about and experiences with being 

taken in by impostors suggest, one of the most common ways in 

which they use their talent for mimicry is the manipulation of 

language: they often exhibit a great facility with both words and 

the ability to listen. Like many writers of fi ction, they understand 

how to fabricate illusions and how to make their illusions 

convincing.

The relationship between impostors and their audience is to 

some extent mutually reinforcing. Symbolically, impostors take on 

the role of the archaic, all-caring mother fi gure, satisfying oceanic 

longings, gratifying an almost forgotten but never really relin-

quished childhood desire for total attention and care—hence their 

effectiveness at convincing others of the particular role they’re 
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playing. To their audience, impostors represent someone who 

understands all their needs, relates to their deepest desires, and is 

prepared to take care of them.

To the true impostor, the greed of the audience for more of 

the same—more attention, more wish-fulfi llment—is a constant 

stimulus. The fantasy world of the audience, once the impostor 

has successfully penetrated it, contains infi nite demands for the 

gratifi cation of desires. Thus impostor and audience are linked by 

a compatibility of interests in an unconscious, collusive conspiracy. 

As the comedian W. C. Fields once said, “You can’t cheat an honest 

man.” The audience is kept happy by the expectation that it will 

have its demands met, while the impostor uses the audience to 

counteract an inner sense of emptiness and reaffi rm his or her 

identity (however elusive that identity may be).

Feeling or acting like an impostor isn’t an all or nothing 

matter. It’s a matter of degree ranging from true impostors (bona 

fi de con artists) to people who just feel like frauds. Given that so 

many people suffer from this latter problem, and take their con-

cerns into the workplace, let’s put this group of people under the 

microscope.

B E I N G  A  F R AU D  V E R S U S 

F E E L I N G  F R AU D U L E N T

One reason for our interest in imposture is the element of universal 

recognition: impostors show us aspects of ourselves that we may 

prefer not to see. Imposture is part of a continuum, as suggested 

above. At one end of the spectrum are people engaged in genuinely 

imposturous activities—that is, people who deceive, cheat, and take 

on false identities in order to deceive others. At the other end of 

the spectrum are people troubled by the subjective experience of 

feeling fraudulent. To the outside observer, these latter individuals 
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appear very accomplished and successful. What they themselves see, 

however, is a charlatan: in their inner world, they have the subjec-

tive experience of being a fraud. While “true” impostors deliber-

ately base their identity on impersonation, “neurotic” impostors, 

genuinely successful in their fi eld, simply feel as if they’re sailing 

under false colors. Though the latter have achieved great success, 

they believe, deep down, that they don’t deserve it.

To some extent, of course, we’re all impostors—we all play 

roles when on the stage of life, presenting a different public self 

than the private self we share with intimates, and morphing both 

selves as circumstances demand. Displaying a façade and mislead-

ing our audience are defensive behaviors learned early. Showing 

our true self, laudable as this can be, is dangerous at times. Soci-

etal pressures to conform and achieve—whether those pressures 

come from parents, teachers, people at work, or peers—make us 

don a new persona. One of the reasons that neurotic imposture 

is so widespread is that these pressures combine to put great 

emphasis on effectiveness with very little room for making 

mistakes.

Some of the best research into the phenomenon of neurotic 

imposture was conducted in the 1970s by two clinical psychol-

ogists, Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes, who tried to explain 

why some individuals don’t appreciate their own success and 

feel fraudulent in the absence of genuine fraud [3]. According 

to Clance and Imes, whose research was limited to women, 

people exhibiting this pattern or syndrome attribute their 

achievements to external factors, not to their personal efforts 

and abilities.

Not everyone who ties achievement to external factors is an 

impostor, however. From a career management point of view, 

underplaying one’s achievements is sometimes a protective career 

strategy. Directing attention away from the self may lower other 

people’s expectations, a useful strategy in case of future failure. 
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Furthermore, it can convey the notion of modesty, thereby invit-

ing encouragement and support from others. While such strategies 

are deliberately manipulative, neurotic impostors have a different 

motivation: they look to external factors because they suffer from 

deeply rooted anxieties about their exact place in life. Their 

feelings of distress are genuine.

These particular high achievers are unable to internalize their 

successful experiences. They view their achievements as being 

undeserved or purely accidental, and they describe those achieve-

ments in much harsher terms than any other person would. 

Troubled by a constant feeling that they’ve fooled everyone, in 

their heart of hearts they strongly believe that they aren’t as intel-

ligent and competent as others make them out to be. Because they 

can’t shake a disturbing feeling of intellectual inauthenticity and 

dishonesty, they attribute their accomplishments to luck, compen-

satory hard work (making up for their lack of talent), or superfi cial 

factors such as physical attractiveness, likeability, or simply being 

in the right place at the right time. Convinced by their own argu-

ments, they seriously question their ability to repeat past successes. 

Despite public evidence that they’re very accomplished and tal-

ented, they live with the constant dread of being exposed as the 

incompetents and frauds they really are.

Though examples of neurotic impostors abound in the research 

literature, they aren’t restricted to textbooks. My experience dis-

cussing this topic with large groups of senior executives has shown 

me that feelings of imposture are alive and well and thriving in 

today’s organizations. In interviews with highly successful senior 

executives in many industries (particularly consulting fi rms and 

investment banks) I have discovered, time and time again, the 

prevalence of this phenomenon. And it has consequences far beyond 

the workplace. As human beings, we need a fi rm sense of our own 

identity so that we can relate to others. The problems with self-

esteem and identity that typify neurotic impostors taint every 

relationship such people enter.
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T H E  F E A R  O F  S U C C E S S

In a society obsessed by success, failure is looked at as a catastrophe, 

and to some extent we all fear it. The fear of failure as an activat-

ing mechanism for feelings of insuffi ciency and incompetence is 

intuitively understandable. Ironically, we’re also driven by the fear 

of success—a much more mysterious force. Sigmund Freud tried 

many years ago to demystify some of the dynamics behind this 

fear in an essay called “Those Wrecked by Success.” He noted that 

some people become sick when a deeply rooted and long-cherished 

desire comes to fulfi llment [11]. He gave as an example a university 

professor who cherished a wish to succeed his teacher. When 

eventually this wish came true and the individual succeeded his 

mentor, depression, feelings of self-deprecation, and work inhibi-

tion set in.

One explanation of this phenomenon—an explanation that 

shows the extent to which our unconscious can play strange tricks 

on us—is that for some people success becomes equated with a 

symbolic victory of doing better than the parents of childhood. 

This is particularly true for those individuals who have never sat-

isfactorily resolved rivalrous feelings toward parents and siblings. 

For such individuals, to be successful and to have tangible accom-

plishments is an outcome both desired and feared.

The heart of the problem is that success makes people stand 

out and be noticed. When successful, they may imagine—uncon-

sciously, for the most part—that fame and fortune will hurt them 

in some way. They may think that family, friends, and others will 

like them better if they stay “small.” They may fear that climbing 

the ladder to a top position will arouse envy and resentment. As 

Ambrose Bierce said in The Devil’s Dictionary, “Success is the one 

unpardonable sin against one’s fellows.” Thus the anticipation of 

success contains the seeds of a fear of retaliation by people who 

covet that success—either real people in the present or (at an 

unconscious, symbolic level) shadows from the past. Neurotic 
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impostors can’t rid themselves of the subliminal feeling that guilt 

and retribution are the inevitable consequences of success. As a 

result of that ambivalence, executives who believe that they’re 

impostors may subtly engage in self-sabotage through procrastina-

tion, perfectionism (including a refusal to delegate), and ineffective 

use of their time. In such executives, feeling imposturous serves a 

useful purpose: by allowing them to keep their achievements out 

of conscious awareness, it enables them to deal with their ambiva-

lence about being successful.

Performance anxieties typically increase as an executive reaches 

the higher regions of an organization. Thus executives who suffer 

from the fear of success may do very well in middle management, 

where it’s easier to “hide.” When they reach a top position, 

however, their dread of being exposed is heightened, because 

there’s so much more at stake. Having reached their desired goal—

being CEO or chair of the board, for example—neurotic impostors 

often become extremely anxious, deprecate their accomplishments, 

and engage in self-defeating behavior, thereby “snatching defeat 

out of the jaws of victory.” They live under the faulty belief that 

because they’re impostors, they can’t continue to be successful; 

failure is inevitable. Unfortunately, this often becomes a self-

fulfi lling prophecy.

Consider a person I’ll call Robin Klein, a senior executive at 

Hermes Software, an information technology company. At an 

exceptionally young age he was accepted into an Ivy League 

school—a “lucky break” that he assumed must have been the result 

of an admission error. The tendency to underestimate himself in 

relation to others remained a major theme in his personality as he 

moved into the business world—in spite of strong evidence to the 

contrary. After graduation, he decided to take an MBA at one of 

the better-known business schools, where he graduated in the 

top fi ve per cent of his class. After a short stint as a consultant at 

McKinsey, he accepted an offer from one of his clients, where 

he had a stellar career before joining his present fi rm.
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At Hermes, Robin was extremely successful at turning around 

one of the company’s global divisions. As a result, when the CEO 

neared retirement, Robin was asked if he would like to be con-

sidered for the job. After painful consideration (and many sleepless 

nights), Robin decided to throw his hat into the ring. He was 

somewhat surprised when, following half a year of candidate 

reviews and interviews, he was offered the CEO position. He 

accepted the offer, but by the time he took the reins, he was feeling 

ill at ease—a feeling that didn’t go away with the passing months. 

Rather, he became increasingly preoccupied with the question of 

whether he could pass muster. Would he be able to bring the 

company to its next level? Could he live up to his mandate? At 

times he fantasized about stepping off the treadmill, moving off 

the fast track, yet he felt that success offered him no option: a 

person who achieved success, it seemed to him, had no choice but 

to continue going up that tough slope.

The nights were worst for Robin. When sleep eluded him (as 

it often did), he would sit by his bedroom window, tormenting 

himself with questions. Had the big decision he made the previous 

day been sound? Would he be able to continue to execute his 

responsibilities properly? Would his subordinates accept his leader-

ship? Would he satisfy the investment analysts and the fi nancial 

press, stakeholders that kept after him to reach new highs? Even 

worse, when he fi nally fell asleep he was often haunted by night-

mares. He dreamed of fl ying and crashing, of being followed by 

shadowy monsters, of failing a major exam. To relax, he started 

to have a drink (or two or more) in the evening, a practice that 

turned—without his acknowledgment—into a full-fl edged drink-

ing problem. Further handicapping himself, he engaged in a 

number of what became very public affairs with several women. 

Within the year he was divorced from his wife and estranged from 

his three children. At work, he found it increasingly diffi cult to 

concentrate and make decisions. He worried—and now for very 

good reason—about how many of his problems at work were 
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noticed by his non-executive board members. When were they 

going to see that he was an impostor? When would they realize 

that they had made a mistake, that the other fi nal candidate for 

the CEO position would have been a much better choice?

The kinds of thoughts that preoccupied Robin are typical. I’ve 

encountered many highfl ying executives who function extremely 

well as long as they aren’t in the number-one position. The moment 

they’re put into that position, however, their effectiveness dimin-

ishes and their tendency to succumb to the temptation of self-

destructive behavior increases. Being at the top seems to bring 

imposturous feelings to a head. True enough, being in the alpha 

role is quite different from holding other positions in the organiz-

ation. After all, organizations aren’t democracies. Relations with 

others are seen in another light when one is CEO. It becomes 

much harder to talk freely and openly to people, and harder to 

fi nd support and encouragement. Only when Robin was at the 

top of the heap did he realize how important having a mentor had 

been in helping him maintain his delicate mental equilibrium. 

Such support was extremely helpful in counteracting his feeling of 

fraudulence. Now, in the number-one position, he found it much 

harder to ask for advice and to let other people in. Furthermore, 

he felt (and was) more exposed. It was now much harder to hide 

behind someone else. As President Truman used to say, “The buck 

stops here.” The president—whoever he or she is in whatever the 

organization—has to make the crucial decisions. He can’t pass the 

buck to anybody else; no one else can do the deciding for him. 

He’s the person who is ultimately responsible, and in that extremely 

visible role he’s vulnerable.

T H E  D R E A D  O F  N OT  L I V I N G  U P 

TO  E X P E C TAT I O N S

Another characteristic common among people who suffer from the 

impostor syndrome is the constant dread of not living up to expec-
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tations. The behavior of many self-labeled impostors is driven by, 

and also evaluated against, perfectionism. Many neurotic impos-

tors hold such high standards for self-evaluation, and are so self-

critical, that they’re intolerant of any shortcoming, no matter how 

minor. Perfectionism has two sides to it, of course. In its positive 

manifestation, it provides the driving energy that leads to great 

accomplishments. What we might call “benign” perfectionists—

those who are middle-of-the-road—derive pleasure from their 

achievements and don’t obsess over failures. “Absolute” perfection-

ists, on the other hand, set excessively high, unrealistic goals and 

then experience self-defeating thoughts and behaviors when they 

can’t reach those goals. Thus, although a perfectionist outlook is 

desirable (and even necessary) for success, in its absolute form it 

becomes dangerously counterproductive. As the actress Bette Davis 

said in the fi lm The Lonely Life, “I am doomed to an eternity of 

compulsive work. No set goal achieved satisfi es. Success only 

breeds a new goal. The golden apple devoured has seeds. It is 

endless.” The thought processes that accompany this kind of 

behavior have a moral masochism about them; they refl ect a ten-

dency to subject oneself to unpleasant or trying experiences.

Consider Mitch Larson, a vice-president in a biotechnology 

fi rm. Growing up the oldest in a family of overachievers—his 

father ran a chain of restaurants and his mother was a dentist—he 

was always a star performer at school. College followed, leading 

to entry into one of the country’s top medical schools. During his 

medical studies, his professors encouraged this highly talented, 

organized, considerate, and conscientious individual, lauding his 

creativity and insight. But the picture of success that Mitch por-

trayed to the outer world, wearing a mask of positive self-esteem 

and self-confi dence, wasn’t what he saw when he looked in the 

mirror. His inner world didn’t match outer appearances. Although 

he pretended to be pleased about his accomplishments, he was 

always afraid that someone would see the real him, and that the 

hidden but true self wouldn’t live up to others’ expectations. To 

Mitch, making errors wasn’t an option, a state of mind that created 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H168

great anxiety. And yet, paradoxically, even when he was “good” 

he felt bad. He was chronically haunted by “shoulds” and ideals. 

On the rare occasions when he had an insight into why he was so 

troubled, he realized that his inner world was permeated by con-

cerns about parental expectations and perceived parental criticisms. 

Far too often, he engaged in an internal dialogue where an inner 

voice shouted, “Impostor, impostor!”

As a youth, Mitch was the kind of student who set demanding 

goals that didn’t allow for failure of any kind. But even when suc-

cessful, he was unable to enjoy his success. Praise from others 

(including the rare praise from his parents) didn’t help, because 

that praise reinforced a belief that unrelenting perfectionism was 

the price he had to pay to be noticed. This need to succeed drove 

him to push himself harder and harder, because he felt that until 

he achieved what others expected, he wouldn’t be safe from his 

inner demons of inadequacy. And yet even when he graduated 

from medical school with top honors, the feeling of being a fraud 

didn’t leave him. He never felt that he was doing things well 

enough.

Years later, after a brilliant academic career as a researcher in 

medicine (and after garnering quite a few patents), Mitch was 

given a very attractive fi nancial offer to take a research position at 

GeoLabs, a worldwide company specializing in over-the-counter 

drugs. He accepted; and not long thereafter he was asked to 

become a member of the executive board and help direct the 

research activities of the corporation worldwide. He hesitated to 

take on this responsibility, because it would imply a major change 

from his previous mode of functioning. Having worked in the past 

with a small group of people in the lab, he would have to shift in 

this new position to directing a large department and being a 

people manager. After considerable thought, he decided to take 

the job, seeing it as a way to hone his people skills.

Mitch started his new mandate by spelling out a set of wildly 

ambitious goals for R & D. For example, he declared that he was 
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going to make the lab a world-class operation within the coming 

four years. Wonderful as that would be for the fi rm, it was such a 

lofty aspiration that it had a hollow ring. The way he set about 

achieving his new objectives didn’t win him any popularity con-

tests, either. He was seen as a very diffi cult boss, because he was 

as hard on others as he was on himself. Unwilling to accept imper-

fections in himself or his subordinates, Mitch drove himself mad, 

along with the people who worked for or with him. When others 

were asked to describe him, labels such as “maniacal perfectionist” 

came to mind—and they were never offered with affection. Iron-

ically, Mitch’s perfectionist orientation was actually dampening 

the team’s productivity and creativity.

As Mitch and his colleagues worked to achieve the depart-

ment’s new goals, meetings led to endless discussions, which led 

to new meetings and discussions. Many of the people who worked 

for him saw these meetings as a total waste of their time. They 

realized that Mitch’s search for the perfect solution often led him 

(and them) to just the opposite: a fl awed hodge-podge. Although 

Mitch also earned the label “slave driver,” he found it hard to 

delegate work: his fear of making mistakes, his negative thinking, 

meant that no one could live up to his standards. In fact, he often 

angrily chided his subordinates for not working hard enough and 

for failing to meet his (impossible) standards—a blow to workplace 

morale. In addition, his obsessive need for perfection and control 

led him to focus on the wrong things and to shy away from accept-

able risks, slowing down the research process. In light of these 

developments, other members of the executive board began asking 

themselves whether they had made a mistake in putting Mitch in 

the leadership role.

While Mitch realized that he was digging a hole for himself, 

it was diffi cult for him to ask for help. Deep down, he feared that 

by doing so, he would be giving his colleagues proof of what they 

surely expected: that he was an impostor, a fraud. To avoid being 

“found out,” he worked even harder (but unfortunately not 
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smarter). As time went on, he began to lose focus. He withdrew 

more and more into himself, haunted by his inner demons. He 

agonized over what his colleagues thought about him, worried 

about not living up to their expectations, and waffl ed over every 

decision. The result was considerable anxiety and many a sleepless 

night. Eventually he began to wonder whether he was suffering 

from burnout.

Unfortunately, as the case of Mitch illustrates, people who 

suffer from the kind of perfectionism associated with neurotic 

imposture often enter into a vicious cycle. This cycle starts with 

the self-professed impostor setting impossible, unreachable goals. 

He or she fails to reach these goals, of course—they’re targets that 

no one could reach—and tortures him- or herself about the failure. 

This orgy of self-blame does little to improve effectiveness, unfor-

tunately; rather, it incites further self-fl agellation and nurtures 

imposturous feelings. And then the entire cycle begins again. 

Perfectly capable executives with this mindset handicap them-

selves, bringing about their own demise by asking the impossible 

of themselves. Feeling like an undeserving person can be danger-

ously self-fulfi lling.

Executives who suffer from the impostor syndrome often 

engage in all-or-nothing thinking. Living in a world of extremes, 

they’re unable to see their situation in perspective. If they don’t 

accomplish all their goals—in fact, if they have a single failure—

they over generalize that shortcoming and feel like a total failure. 

In other words, their self-esteem is tightly intertwined with their 

accomplishments. They fear that if they aren’t perfect, others will 

reject them. But the resulting fear of making mistakes (like that 

which we saw in Mitch) leads to an unwillingness to experiment, 

learn, and develop. Furthermore, neurotic impostors live with the 

misconception that they’re the only ones who fail and who are 

plagued by self-doubt, and thus they feel quite isolated.

While some people respond to the fear of making mistakes 

with decision paralysis and procrastination, others become worka-

holics. Executives in the latter category, dependent on constant, 
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tangible results for the maintenance of their sense of self-esteem, 

have diffi culty saying no and thus tend to over commit themselves. 

Both hyper-compensating habits—procrastination and workahol-

ism—interfere with an executive’s ability to learn. As we saw in 

the case of Mitch, the pendulum between workaholic behavior 

and procrastination swings quite easily. While one group of people 

tries to do too much, forgetting how productive they are while 

doing it, another group, paralyzed by the fear of not living up to 

their own and others’ expectations, can never manage to get 

anything done.

The pendulum for most people who suffer from neurotic 

imposture stays pointed toward workaholism, however. Because 

they work too many hours a week, they’re often viewed as ideal 

employees, always ready to make the extra effort. Given their work 

habits, they’re taken advantage of by their superiors. I’m reminded 

of a cartoon of a CEO who is seen handing over a dossier to his 

subordinate. “Take your time,” he says. “I’m not in a hurry. Take 

the whole weekend if necessary.” Neurotic impostors, whether 

superiors or subordinates, often enter into sadomasochistic collu-

sions of this sort.

Are You a Neurotic Impostor?

To test your disposition toward the impostor syndrome, ask 

yourself the following four questions:

1.  Do you feel that every day at work is a test you have to wing 

your way through?

2.  Do you think that you’ve fooled others into believing you’re 

smarter or more capable than you really are?

3.  Do you believe that you’re going to be unmasked eventually, 

revealed to be incompetent and fake?

4.  Do you think, whenever you’re successful: I fooled them this 

time, but my luck isn’t going to last?
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If you answered these four questions in the affi rmative, welcome 

to the club of self-professed impostors. Be happy in the knowledge 

that you’re in good company. Many of the most successful people 

(whether in business, politics, or the arts) have similar doubts; 

they’re just as confused and troubled by their perceived talent as 

you are. In fact, the majority of executives I’ve interviewed suf-

fered, to one degree or another, from this syndrome. Deep down, 

many of them believed that they had been lucky to slip through 

their various jobs without being unmasked as frauds.

If the above questions left you in any doubt, consider the fol-

lowing symptoms of neurotic imposture: low self-esteem, due to 

one’s inability to meet self-imposed excessive standards of achieve-

ment; panic attacks; social anxiety, due to a preoccupation with 

what other people think and a desperate need to gain approval and 

recognition; depression, with its associated symptoms, such as loss 

of energy and activity level, reduced concentration, loss of appetite, 

weight loss, lack of interest in sexual activity, slowness of thought, 

inability to respond to the mood of the occasion, insomnia, sui-

cidal thoughts, and feelings of fatigue—in short, a diminished zest 

for life. Unfortunately, these symptoms hurt not just the neurotic 

impostor but his or her colleagues as well. An executive’s fearful, 

cautious leadership is contagious, spreading throughout an 

organization.

I N F E C T I N G  T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Neurotic impostors can, and do, damage the organizations they 

try so hard to please. Their work ethic can be contagious, but 

because they’re so eager to succeed, their impatience can also lead 

to abrasive behavior. Being extremely hard on themselves, neurotic 

impostors aren’t predisposed to spare others. They drive their 

people too hard, creating a gulag-like atmosphere in the organiza-

tion, which inevitably translates into high employee turnover rates, 
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absenteeism, and other issues that can affect the bottom line. 

Moreover, given their intensity, neurotic impostors are poor at 

people development. They don’t have what it takes to be an 

effective leadership coach and thus they aren’t the kind of execu-

tives who are good at leadership development and succession 

planning.

More dangerous, however, is the effect of neurotic imposture 

on the quality of decision-making. Executives who feel like impos-

tors can make disastrous decisions for their organizations, because 

they’re afraid to trust their own judgment—after all, who would 

trust an impostor? An executive’s fearful, overly cautious leadership 

can easily spread across the company, with dire consequences for 

the organization. For instance, a CEO who doesn’t trust his instincts 

is very likely to suppress his subordinate’s entrepreneurial cap-

abilities and thus hamper necessary innovation company-wide.

CEOS who are neurotic impostors are also likely to become 

addicted to consulting companies. The reassurance provided by 

the “impartial outsiders” provides compensation for their feelings 

of insecurity. Of course, outside advice is often no bad thing, but 

imposturous CEOs all too easily turn into puppets whose strings 

are manipulated by the outsiders.

Consider Andrew Patterson, the CEO of a global engineering 

fi rm who took one of my seminars. During one session he explained 

that he hadn’t really chosen engineering; his father had chosen it 

for him. Andrew had conceded to his father’s wishes and entered 

the business world, but he never felt comfortable in his corporate 

role. When he reached more senior positions, he began to rely on 

consultants, some of whom took advantage of his insecurity at a 

very high price. Not only did they charge the engineering fi rm 

substantial fees for their services, but the consultants’ predatory 

behavior increased Andrew’s feelings of insecurity, perpetuating 

his state of anxiety and dependency.

This ineffi cient behavior of companies led by neurotic impos-

tors is exacerbated when the organization is one that punishes 
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failure. If the company culture tolerates no mistakes, the leader’s 

level of anxiety increases, making neurotic behavior all the more 

likely. This is paralyzing for the perfectionist, whose fear of failure 

then has an even more negative impact on the organization.

Let’s look at a senior executive I’ll call Anne Holton. She had 

a successful career at a consulting fi rm before accepting an offer 

from a prominent media company. In her previous job as a 

consultant, Anne had functioned extremely effectively. But this 

changed when she accepted a senior management role in the new 

enterprise. Her assignment was to run the fi rm’s European 

operation.

Although she was an outstanding source of good ideas, Anne’s 

fear of failure led her to manage in ways that came to be seen as 

countercultural. In an organization that had always been decentral-

ized, for example, she decided to centralize many of the functions 

in her part of the business. But what really grated on many people 

was that Anne wanted to make most of the decisions herself. Her 

perfectionist attitude and her need for immediate results (both rooted 

in her performance anxiety) made real delegation an anathema to 

her, thus dampening the team’s productivity and creativity.

As time passed, Anne’s co-workers started to worry about the 

abrasiveness that had crept into her manner. Her prickliness about 

real or perceived criticism was becoming an irritant to a growing 

number of her colleagues. Not much was needed to put her on 

the defensive. She reacted in a hostile manner to questions and 

comments having to do with any of her proposals, reports, or 

decisions. Furthermore, she now took ages to prepare for meetings. 

Anxious not to be found wanting, she tried to anticipate every 

conceivable question that could be asked. Such precautions 

extended her already lengthy work week into the weekends, and 

she expected others to show the same commitment.

Anne’s sense of neurotic imposture deeply affected the organ-

ization. As time went on, many of Anne’s team asked for a transfer 

to other parts of the organization. Others (without her knowledge) 
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were in discussions with headhunters. The ones that remained 

took a passive-aggressive attitude toward her. Since they felt it 

wasn’t worth the effort to reason with her, they let her make all 

the decisions but undermined them in subtle ways. Given the 

degree of discontent in her part of the organization, the European 

division was increasingly seen as a liability, though it had once 

been the fl agship operation. The year’s-end result showed that 

profi tability for Anne’s division had fallen into a deep slump, con-

fi rming the company’s growing belief that she was incompetent. 

In the end the division was sold to a competitor. Anne’s neurosis 

had ruined not only her career but a perfectly respectable business 

as well.

A  S E A R C H  F O R  O R I G I N S

Perceived parental expectations, perceived parental criticisms, and 

concern over past mistakes are among the salient factors that con-

tribute to the impostor syndrome. Many self-professed neurotic 

impostors are ashamed, even in adulthood, for having failed to 

live up to their parents’ standards of perfection and achievement. 

Having had parents who took their children’s successes for granted 

and didn’t acknowledge them, they’re preoccupied in adulthood 

with their failures.

Clinical, in-depth interviews suggest that certain types of 

family constellations enhance feelings of imposture. When parents 

or other important caretakers are demanding critics, future impos-

tors learn early to internalize their dictates. They learn that the 

only way to shore up a fragile sense of self-esteem is through other 

people’s approval. Even when other, less demanding adults—teach-

ers, neighbors, the parents of friends—become important to these 

youngsters, they assume that those others are equally demanding. 

With all that pressure from without—fi rst real and then per-

ceived—they’re incapable of internalizing and appreciating their 
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own accomplishments. Of course, the demanding parents of some 

neurotic impostors are in fact proud of them, both as children and 

as adults. However, the typical family of the self-professed impos-

tor is confl ict-ridden and not very supportive, offering only limited 

opportunities to express emotions such as pride or joy. The fathers 

of women impostors are often perceived as distant and even reject-

ing, while their mothers are perceived as controlling.

Birth order and academic acceleration also infl uence the devel-

opment of neurotic imposture. In families with multiple children, 

fi rstborns are often expected to assume greater responsibility and 

leadership. Young people who are expected to behave in a prema-

turely grownup manner feel tremendous pressure to live up to 

parental expectations and to perform. Children who skip a grade 

because of their talents likewise feel tremendous pressure to excel, 

to be “worthy” of their promotion. Those with special talents 

often have diffi culty fi tting in, precisely because of their giftedness. 

As they progress at school and university, they’re labeled oddballs, 

adding to their feelings of insecurity. Because they perform so well 

with little effort and advance so quickly, they doubt their true 

abilities, thereby widening the gap between how others see them 

and how they see themselves.

Some families of future neurotic impostors attempt to dissuade 

their growing child from pursuing his or her educational or career 

aspirations because those aspirations confl ict with (or aren’t the 

norm for) gender role, race, status, or other expectations of the 

family. When young people pursue those aspirations anyway, the 

family dis approval climbs the career ladder with them. Thus even 

when they succeed, their sense of self-esteem is vulnerable to the 

opinions and criticisms of others. In such people, the feeling of 

imposture is often associated (at least unconsciously) with doing 

better than their parents. When they’re successful, they feel that 

they have crossed socio-cultural boundaries. But this external 

success has a high price tag: the loss or distancing of close personal 
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relationships, along with crises of identity and self-esteem 

[12]–[14].

Women who have goals that put them outside their family’s 

way of thinking about gender roles suffer especially hard from this 

mindset. Female gender socialization makes women compare 

themselves, consciously or unconsciously, with the role their more 

traditional mother may have played. Nothing could be more dif-

ferent than a fast-track career businesswoman and a suburban 

housewife. The contrast is exacerbated by the fact that career 

women have to function in a business world dominated by male 

norms. When they’re successful, they’re not the only ones who 

suspect imposture: many of their prideful male colleagues likewise 

assume it was chance. It’s generally only the women, though, who 

worry that their “luck” may not last. Many of these women play 

dumb as a tactic for dealing with their recurring feelings of self-

doubt. In some instances, gifted women even deliberately select 

mediocre and gender-stereotypic jobs.

T H E  L I G H T  AT  T H E  E N D  O F  T H E  T U N N E L

Fortunately, much can be done to counteract the self-handicapping 

of neurotic imposture. No one has to accept feeling like a fraud 

as part of the human condition. Of course, the best thing that can 

be done is to identify and deal with the factors that lead to this 

phenomenon very early in life so that the dysfunctional effects 

never come to the fore. Parents and teachers can help growing 

children when they recognize warning signs such as fear of failure, 

procrastination, and/or perfectionism. Early efforts—the earlier 

the better—to encourage small successes, foster moderation regard-

ing success and accomplishments, and teach self-acceptance, go a 

long way toward helping at-risk young people avoid some of the 

misery associated with this syndrome.
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In the workplace, executives should be on the lookout for signs 

of neurotic imposture in their colleagues and subordinates. Bosses 

must remain alert for the symptoms of neurotic imposture in their 

employees: fear of failure, fear of success, perfectionism, procras-

tination, and workaholism. Of course, recognition is one thing, 

and changing deeply rooted beliefs and behavior patterns is another. 

Nevertheless, in performance reviews bosses should signal (uncrit-

ically) any danger signs to their direct reports. They should com-

plement this by explaining how anxiety about performance can 

take on a self-destructive quality, and they should emphasize the 

value of life-work balance, pointing out that strength, overdone, 

can easily become weakness.

Above all, bosses need to make sure that a subordinate suffer-

ing from neurotic imposture understands that criticism goes with 

responsibility. This means teaching, by word and example, that 

criticism is an opportunity for new learning and not a total, unre-

coverable catastrophe. They must point out that everyone in a 

responsible job feels smaller than the job at times. At these moments, 

especially in a new position, the worst thing a neurotic impostor 

can do is to compare his or her abilities with those of seasoned 

executives. This is guaranteed to be an exercise in self-fl agellation. 

Neurotic impostors need to be convinced that everyone needs time 

to adjust and learn the ropes.

At the same time, leaders must strengthen the perceived link 

between positive achievement and effort. They can be extremely 

helpful by giving all subordinates, but especially those with 

neurotic imposturous tendencies, constructive feedback when 

appropriate, and encouraging them for work well done. Positive 

experiences that highlight employees’ abilities and increase their 

confi dence gradually convince neurotic impostors that they’re 

talented and can be the masters of their own fate.

Senior executives need to offer their subordinates not only 

praise when it’s due, but also the perspective that making mistakes 

(though not repeating them) is part of any successful corporate 
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culture. The philosophy of the wise organization shouldn’t be to 

punish smart mistakes. To “fail forward” needs to be part of an 

organization’s implicit cultural values. As the saying goes, people 

who don’t make any mistakes aren’t doing anything! Mistakes can 

offer great opportunities for learning and personal growth, and 

leaders need to help neurotic impostors understand that their fear 

of failure is part of the human condition.

In many instances, getting such a change process into motion 

requires outside help. This is especially true for top executives, 

who typically have fewer colleagues with whom they feel comfort-

able sharing personal concerns. The specifi c situation a self-

professed impostor fi nds him- or herself in determines what kind 

of mentoring professional would be the most suitable choice. Clin-

ical experience has shown that cognitive and dynamic interven-

tions can be very effective in helping a person change distorted 

self-perceptions. (Part Two of this book describes successful inter-

vention techniques.) Sharing inner feelings with a caring other 

(such as a leadership coach or a psychotherapist) can be a great 

catalyst to recovery. Both leadership coaching and psychotherapy 

can help executives remove self-limiting assumptions and beliefs, 

encourage them to perceive themselves more accurately, and 

remind them that defeat harbors great opportunities for learning 

and personal growth.

Group coaching experiences are another very successful form 

of intervention for neurotic impostors. Because group experiences 

are based on personal narration—telling one’s own story—they’re 

journeys of self-discovery and offer validation of personal experi-

ences. If done in a safe environment, telling stories about signifi -

cant events and situations that made an individual the way he or 

she is helps that individual work through internal confl icts and 

crises and arrive at meaningful, personal life integration. The 

acceptance and support given by the other members of the group 

help instill a sense of hope for change and for the future. Further-

more, listening to the stories of others, and seeing their 
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dysfunctional patterns, helps participants recognize their own dys-

functional patterns (and hear how unreasonable those patterns are). 

This form of vicarious learning in a safe, nurturing, and “playful” 

space paves the way for cognitive and emotional restructuring.

In the end, however, it’s the neurotic impostor him- or herself 

who has to bring about change. Impostors seeking “recovery” need 

to challenge both their own expectations and the expectations of 

others regarding success. They need to see success in a broader 

context than positive fi gures on a balance sheet, redirect attention 

to the process of succeeding rather than considering only the end 

products of success, and learn to accept that other people care about 

them as individuals as well as “producers.”

Consider the following example of a successful intervention: 

Joanne Stemler was a regional vice-president of a global consumer 

products company, responsible for their European operations. 

Despite her stellar academic success—she graduated with high 

marks from a well-respected engineering school—and her steady 

and speedy progression through the offi ce ranks, she was a typical 

case of the neurotic impostor syndrome. While appearing extremely 

successful, she experienced intense feelings of imposture in achieve-

ment situations. Though she had far exceeded the expectations of 

her parents at school and in her career, she never felt satisfi ed with 

her accomplishments. Her good family life and her success in busi-

ness were tainted by constant feelings of guilt at having pulled the 

wool over everyone’s eyes. She couldn’t rid herself of the idea that 

she wasn’t really competent at anything. She had just ridden the 

wave of affi rmative action, which had found her in the right place 

at the right time. Occasionally, when the pain was most acute, she 

even went so far as to hide her considerable abilities, playing the 

role of the dumb blonde. Eventually, because of various stress 

symptoms, she decided to enter a top management leadership 

program that focused on personal and organizational dynamics to 

learn more about herself and to become more effective in dealing 

with her problems, both privately and in her business life.
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The program was an eye-opener for her. As the group of senior 

executives shared personal stories, expressing their own fears, 

doubts, and concerns, she realized that she wasn’t alone in feeling 

imposturous. This helped build up her fragile sense of self-

confi dence. The presentations of the other participants encouraged 

her to talk, in that relatively safe environment, about her own 

feelings of guilt and inadequacy. Encouraged by this progress, she 

decided to work on herself at a greater depth than the group experi-

ence could provide. She supplemented the group program with 

the individual support of a leadership coach, who helped her 

understand that it was perfectly normal to feel somewhat inade-

quate when stretched beyond one’s comfort zone. He assured her 

that many executives in responsible jobs occasionally felt insecure 

and in over their head. At the same time, he helped her see the 

value of her many and considerable successes.

Joanne came to realize that one of the contributing factors to 

her sense of inadequacy and guilt was that she had been uncon-

sciously comparing herself to her own mother, a typical housewife. 

Her mother and father had not encouraged her to pursue her 

studies, suggesting instead that she stick to typical “feminine” jobs 

such as nursing or secretarial work. That she had chosen not to 

stay at home but rather to pursue a career, a situation so different 

from what she had experienced while growing up, made Joanne 

feel like a “bad” mother to her own daughter and a “bad” wife 

to her husband.

As these refl ections about her background gradually helped 

Joanne to see things from a different perspective, she learned to 

be nicer to herself. She began to allow herself not to be perfect, 

realizing that every person, no matter how successful, has short-

comings. (There are, after all, very few superwomen in this 

world—or supermen either, for that matter.) She learned to accept 

the fact that she didn’t need a perfect batting average to be appre-

ciated in the company. Given her outstanding track record, less 

would certainly do. Furthermore, she came to accept that 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H182

stretching outside of one’s natural comfort zone would be uncom-

fortable for anybody. Lots of people she admired appeared “perfect,” 

but (like anybody) they had hidden problems of their own.

The acid test of her new way of thinking came when she 

accepted a more senior position that her company offered her. This 

time, with the benefi t of insights gained through her leadership 

program and coaching, she gave herself time to adjust to her new 

responsibilities; she accepted that it would take a while before she 

would become familiar with what was expected of her. Honoring 

that period of learning, she didn’t commit herself to excessive 

goals. As she got to know other executives in her new fi eld of 

expertise, she curbed her instinct to compare herself against them. 

More realistic now about human frailties, she understood that they 

had their share of hiccups too, especially while learning. This 

improved perspective helped prevent her usual orgy of self-

fl agellation. She realized that she should aim for success, but not 

necessarily for perfection—two concepts that she had formerly 

equated. Now, whenever she made a mistake, she tried to learn 

from it, but not to dwell on it and make herself miserable. Because 

of her greater understanding of some of her driving forces, her 

self-criticism diminished and her social anxiety abated. She started 

to become more confi dent both at work and in the world at large. 

Less troubled by doubt about her abilities, she was less needy of 

applause and therefore easier to be around.

Joanne had learned two crucial things about success:

•  Failure is a better teacher than success. People have to pass failure 

on the way to success—in fact, mistakes are the major building 

blocks of success, offering lessons in wisdom. No mistakes, no 

experience; no experience, no insight.

•  Success, as measured by dollars earned and promotions granted, 

is no guarantee of happiness. True success, the kind that does 

bring happiness, has less to do with performance on specifi c tasks 

than with meaningful, rich relationships with others.
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As time passed and these lessons sank in, Joanne began to live life 

on her own terms, becoming much less dependent on what others 

thought. She acquired greater faith in her own achievements and 

accepted that she was talented. Most important, she became kinder 

to herself.

Joanne learned that success is a journey, not a destination. The 

doing is often more important than the outcome. In fact, the 

arrival may be only a sideshow. People who suffer from the impos-

tor syndrome would do well to realize that, as the above story 

suggests, the road to success usually veers off the beaten path. 

Success lies not in a list of achievements, but in the way we experi-

ence the journey, the way we deal with obstacles, the way we 

appreciate our experiences. And we need not—indeed, must not—

be discouraged by failure. As suggested, failure can be a positive 

experience (though it rarely feels that way when it occurs). Para-

doxically, failure is the royal road to success.

All of us need to realize that we take two journeys, one exter-

nal and one internal. The way we experience the internal journey 

determines how we conduct and perceive the external journey. 

No matter how hard we work for success, if our thoughts are satu-

rated with the fear of failure (and of success), that negative think-

ing will kill whatever we attempt, making success impossible. 

When we know how to read and understand what happens inside 

us, when we recognize what we stand for, we don’t have to depend 

so heavily on the reactions of others. If constructive thoughts are 

planted and cultivated in our inner theaters, positive outcomes will 

result.

To acquire inner peace, to become more in touch with our 

true selves and oust our imposturous selves, we need to take a 

journey into ourselves. We have to learn to feel good in our skin, 

not assume the skin of others. Only by doing so are we able to 

live life in our own way rather than the way we think others want 

us to. To come full circle: if we hope to manage and overcome 

the impostor syndrome, we need to realize that success and 
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achievement imply liking ourselves, liking what we do, and liking 

how we do it. We also need, like Joanne, to learn that success isn’t 

the key to happiness. On the contrary, happiness is the key to 

success!
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CAN LEADERS CHANGE? YES, 
BUT ONLY IF THEY WANT TO

189

Look upon that last day always. Count no mortal happy till he has 

passed the fi nal limit of his life secure from pain.

—Sophocles

He who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe is as 

good as dead; his eyes are closed.

—Albert Einstein

We are all of us balloons dancing in a world of pins.

—Anthony Montague Browne

As long as you seek for something, you will get the shadow of reality 

and not reality itself.

—Zen proverb

There’s a Zen tale of a lion who was completely convinced of his 

dominance of the animal kingdom. One day he decided to check 

whether all the other animals knew that he was the king of the 
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jungle. He was so confi dent about his position that he decided not 

to talk to the smaller creatures. Instead, he went straight to the 

bear. “Who is the king of the jungle?” asked the lion. The bear 

replied, “Of course, no one else but you, sir.” The lion gave a great 

roar of approval.

He continued his journey and met the tiger. He asked the 

striped creature, “Who is the king of the jungle?” The tiger 

quickly responded, “All of us know that you are the king.” The 

lion gave another roar of pleasure.

Next on his list was the elephant. He caught up with the great 

beast at the edge of a river and asked him the same question: 

“Who is the king of the jungle?” The elephant trumpeted with 

raised trunk, grabbed the lion, threw him in the air, and smashed 

him into a tree. After a moment he fi shed him out of the tree 

and pounded him on the ground, then lifted him up once more 

and dumped him into the river. With the big cat gasping for air, 

the elephant pulled him out, dragged him through the mud, and 

fi nally left him draped over some bushes. Dirty, beaten, bruised, 

and battered, the lion struggled to his feet. He looked the 

elephant sadly in the eyes and said, “Look, just because you don’t 

know the answer, that’s no reason for you to be so mean-spirited 

about it.”

As most of the examples in Part One of this book illustrate, 

many leaders are like the lion. Listening and careful observation 

aren’t something they’re good at. Reality-testing isn’t their forte. 

Instead, driven by the forces of narcissism, they create their own 

reality, seeing only what they want to see. Furthermore, they’re 

not very open to change. As the jungle tale suggests, change isn’t 

a simple process, nor is it a comfortable one. The unlearning of 

habitual patterns can be decidedly anxiety-provoking. Like the 

lion, many executives hold on to their own personal logic, illogical 

as that logic may appear to others. Instead of making an effort to 

change, they stick with the status quo, even if they end up dragged 

through the mud and miserable.
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Unfortunately, they rarely go down alone. When executives 

cling tenaciously to the status quo even when it isn’t working, the 

mud-spatters are far-reaching. And the more senior the executive, 

the more devastating the potential consequences. Given the power 

that leaders wield, their personal dysfunctions often become organ-

izational dysfunctions. The results, some of which we’ve looked at 

in previous chapters, include collusive interactions, unrealistic 

organizational ideals, toxic corporate cultures, neurotic organiz-

ations, faulty patterns of decision-making, motivational problems, 

organizational alienation, and a high rate of employee turnover 

[1]–[5].

Part of what makes change hard for executives is the very 

thing that makes it so necessary: organizational leaders are always 

“on stage” at work. Every move they make is carefully observed, 

analysed, and discussed by colleagues and subordinates. Given 

that scrutiny, apparently innocuous actions can have dramatic 

consequences. As a participant in one of my senior executive 

workshops said, “Every day when I go into the offi ce I have the 

ability to make the lives of my ten thousand employees either 

miserable or positive. It doesn’t take very much to go either way. 

That’s an awesome responsibility. I need to keep reminding 

myself daily of the role I play.” To fi ll that role successfully, 

executives need to put the interest of the organization before 

their self-interest; speak to the collective imagination of the 

organization, so motivating people that they give their best and 

more; face reality as it is, not as they would like it to be; and 

be confi dent enough of their own abilities that they’re not afraid 

to encourage and develop the next generation of leaders.

W H Y  R I D E  A  D E A D  H O R S E?

Many executives genuinely want to fi t the above description, 

but they keep getting derailed by their human foibles—those 
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dispositions discussed in earlier chapters. They want to keep an 

eye on the competition but verge into paranoia; they want to 

benefi t from the wisdom of others but become swamped in 

dependence; and so on and on. They keep doing and saying the 

same destructive things over and over again. Apparently they’re 

not familiar with the old Sioux Indian saying: “When you 

discover that you’re riding a dead horse, the best strategy is to 

dismount.” They seem to believe that they can resuscitate the 

horse.

But even many executives who claim to believe in the value 

of change undertake it only half-heartedly. Although they give 

lip service to change, they’d rather see others change than change 

themselves. And some executives don’t so much resist change as 

misunderstand it; they have the will but not the skill to change. 

They need help to navigate the change process. John Maynard 

Keynes had a point when he said, “The greatest diffi culty in the 

world is not for people to accept new ideas, but to make them 

forget their old ideas.” Far too many people are frightened of 

new ideas, though it’s often the old ideas they should worry 

about.

How, then, can corporate leaders master the change process? 

What can they do to make themselves receptive to change so that 

they can better motivate and support their employees? How can 

they make their organizations better places to work? In short, how 

can executives become better leaders?

Greater self-awareness is the fi rst step toward becoming more 

effective as a leader. If leaders want to reinvent or renew them-

selves, they have to look within; they have to explore their inner 

theater. As Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth 

living.” Thus the intention to change implies a willingness to 

engage in self-exploration.

But that willingness is just the beginning. Let’s take a look at 

the change process and see what it entails.
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C H A N G E  A N D  T H E  T R I A N G L E  O F 

M E N TA L  L I F E

In our effort to understand the complex process of change, it helps 

to look at human behavior as being made up of a triangle of forces: 

cognition, emotion, and behavior. This triangular force fi eld deter-

mines the script that’s acted out in our inner theater. That script 

involves all three elements of the triangle of mental life and, as 

was discussed in Chapter 1, is written in response to the motiva-

tional need systems on which choice is grounded.

Taking this basic triangle of mental life—with its linking of 

cognition, emotion, and behavior—as our point of departure, we 

can see that for any change effort to be successful, the individual 

seeking change has to be swayed both cognitively and emotionally; 

in other words, a person has to be affected in both the head and 

the heart if behavior is to change. Affect and cognition go hand 

Affect

Self

noitingoCroivaheB

Figure 8.1 Triangle of mental life
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in hand; they’re inseparable in all things, including the determina-

tion of behavior. Although someone seeking change needs to see 

intellectually the advantages that a change effort will bring, cog-

nition alone isn’t enough; that person also needs to be touched 

emotionally. The three legs of this triangle of mental life are closely 

interwoven. Architects of leadership change programs, take note!

H I T T I N G  YO U R  H E A D  AG A I N S T  T H E  WA L L

Initially, in my role as an educator and consultant, when I addressed 

the subject of changing people and organizations I quite naively 

used what we might call the lecture method. I composed long 

harangues, explaining to executives where and why they were 

making faulty decisions, why their organizations were malfunc-

tioning, and what and how they had to change. I used every kind 

of logic I knew to explain why they couldn’t continue doing things 

the same way they’d been doing them. Although intellectually I 

may have been quite correct, I soon discovered that my interven-

tions didn’t make an iota of difference. Most of the executives I 

dealt with paid lip service to my exhortations but merrily kept on 

with their old ways. Eventually, as I kept hitting my head against 

the wall, I realized that I needed to fi nd a different angle. I was 

using a fi libuster of logic when logic alone wasn’t good enough. I 

had to reach these people in a different way to help them change 

themselves, and their organizations with them.

It was a participant in one of my intensive leadership work-

shops who helped me see a new way. This executive, Chet Parker, 

had received a considerable amount of feedback from the other 

participants and faculty about his tendency to remain emotionally 

aloof in diffi cult situations, using distancing as a defensive mech-

anism. We had noticed that, when stressed, Chet withdrew and 

didn’t react, a pattern that would surely have negative effects on 

the decision-making processes in his organization. The problem 
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was so pronounced that I’m sure he must have heard comments 

about it before. In other words, cognitively he must have been 

aware of the problem. But knowing the problem in his head was 

apparently not good enough. He had to experience whatever was 

going on in his “gut” as well. It was obvious that additional 

“ammunition” would be needed to make him change his ways 

interpersonally, to make him more effective in executing de-

cisions. The question was, What could be done to get a “hook” 

into him? What could I, as a workshop facilitator, do that would 

make a real difference? How could I understand and overcome his 

resistance?

To fi nd the hook I needed, I decided to consult with the people 

who were most important to Chet. With his permission, I con-

tacted not only co-workers but also his close friends, his wife, his 

children, and other family members, asking them via e-mail to 

describe how they perceived him and to suggest what he needed 

to change about his behavior. When I presented this information 

during the second week of the workshop, I could see that the 

feedback was beginning to stick. One response—a very emotional 

statement from his nineteen-year-old daughter—really shook 

him up. With teary eyes (very unusual for an otherwise always-

composed banker) he shared the e-mailed response from his 

daughter expressing her sadness about his inapproachability. She 

wrote about her long-frustrated wish to be closer to him—to have 

a real relationship with him. She referred to all the efforts she had 

made in the past to create such a relationship.

This note was the turning point for Chet. From that moment 

on the other participants noticed a change in his behavior. He 

became truly emotionally involved in the discussions that took 

place at the workshop and fi nally heard the insights provided by 

the other participants. The other presentations began to touch him 

emotionally. Most importantly, however, he began to experiment 

with other ways of behaving when in stressful situations outside 

the workshop. That isn’t to say that there were no lapses. But what 
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kept him on course were the comments made by the other par-

ticipants reminding him of the feedback from his daughter any 

time he fell back into his old behavior patterns. The other partici-

pants functioned as a “learning community” to reinforce desired 

behavior. Gradually, over the course of half a year, Chet’s new, 

more expressive behavior became second nature to him.

The transformation that I saw in Chet helped me to look at 

the personal change process in a different manner. It confi rmed 

for me the importance of the triangle of mental health, and it 

illustrated the power that various constituencies can have in 

encouraging change. As people from home, the offi ce, and the 

newly established learning community—people whose opinions 

Chet valued—were drawn in, all these parties acquired a stake in 

the change effort, and they all reinforced Chet’s experimentation 

with new relational approaches. This strategy helped to create the 

“tipping point,” that point at which Chet realized that the cost of 

staying with the status quo was much higher than that of experi-

menting with new options, and he was able to begin lowering and 

working through his resistances.

T H E  C EO  “ R E CYC L I N G”  S E M I N A R

Once a year I run a workshop at INSEAD called “The Challenge 

of Leadership: Creating Refl ective Leaders,” a workshop shaped 

by my work with Chet and others like him. Approximately twenty 

very senior applicants (many of them CEOs) are invited to par-

ticipate. These executives apply to the program for a variety of 

reasons. They might, for example, be dealing with a seemingly 

insoluble dilemma, negative feelings about themselves, or percep-

tions of the world and others that tend to make fulfi llment seem 

impossible. Typically, these dilemmas aren’t clearly articulated in 

the applicants’ minds when they apply to the program.

To be accepted into the program each potential participant has 

to complete a complex application form. The information provided 
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helps me to make an initial assessment about the suitability of the 

candidates for the program. Is their psychological makeup suffi -

ciently robust to withstand the rigors of the program? Will their 

presence add to the program? The application includes a series of 

short essays that can be seen as psychological preparation for what 

the program will have in store for them. It makes future partici-

pants aware that this isn’t yet another typically run executive 

program. In addition, all future participants, wherever they’re 

located, are interviewed by me, either face-to-face or over the 

phone, to help me ascertain whether they have what it takes to go 

through this kind of workshop. During the interview I explain to 

them that, in contrast to other programs, the “life” case study will 

be the main source of interpretive material. I ask them if they 

think they can handle such an approach. Although many of them 

say that talking about themselves in an intimate way is no problem, 

my experience tells me just how anxious and defensive it will 

probably make them. Still, if the interview reveals traces of psy-

chological-mindedness—that is, the capacity to be open and 

responsive, and a serious interest in understanding themselves—I 

know I’ve got a good candidate.

The workshop consists of three fi ve-day sessions with breaks 

of approximately seven weeks in between, followed by a three-day 

session half a year later. The expectation is that the participants 

will learn more about themselves each week we’re together, agree 

on a “contract” specifying what they’ll work on while on the job 

and at home, and return to the workshop for the next session to 

deepen their understanding. I assign “homework” particular to 

each individual, to be tackled between the modules and monitored 

by the other participants. (Mutual coaching is part of the design 

of the program.)

I run the program with the help of a colleague. Having a 

second person in the workshop allows for a more complete view 

of what happens in the group and serves to protect both faculty 

members from major blind spots. In addition, having two faculty 

members gives each of us the opportunity to move in and out of 
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active and passive observational modes. The interchange between 

the two workshop leaders also provides a model for the participants 

of ways of relating to each other and handling confl ict, and pro-

vides the participants with a richer way of understanding complex 

human phenomena.

Although the basic material of the workshop is the “life” case 

study, as noted earlier, the fi rst week of the program is fairly struc-

tured. Part of the time is spent on a number of interactive 

lectures/discussions concerning high-performance organizations, 

organizational culture, leadership (exemplary and dysfunctional), 

communication, the career life cycle, cross-cultural management, 

organizational stress, and other organizational dilemmas. Built on 

this structure, the workshop’s central model of psychological activ-

ity and organization is the personal case history. At some point 

during the multiweek process, each participant sits in what some 

have described as the “hot seat.” Although this is voluntary, even-

tually everyone does it, realizing its importance. The presentation 

of one’s life story is a process of self-discovery, giving a framework 

to previously puzzling experiences and actions. As listeners compare 

their own stories, the narration also helps the other participants 

better understand problems in their public or private lives. 

Puzzling and disturbing as some of these presentations can be, the 

emerging material helps participants become better at the process 

of making sense of the human experience. As Henry Thoreau 

once said, “Not until we are lost do we begin to understand 

ourselves.”

During the second week of the workshop some time is devoted 

to the processing of a number of multi-party feedback instruments 

and a personality test, providing the person not only with rich 

feedback from the organizational world but also from family 

members and friends. This information serves as the basis for a 

more refi ned action plan in the period between the second and 

third workshop components. The main focus of the third week 

is the consolidation of the acquired insights, the internalization 
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of change, and future action plans. This process of consolidation 

is then further reinforced by the short workshop half a year 

later.

Apart from the plenary sessions, participants spend consid-

erable time in small groups in and outside the classroom. These 

interactions are extremely valuable because they serve to con-

solidate and internalize newly discovered behavior patterns. 

Eventually, the twenty people form an intense learning com-

munity, with each participant constructively giving feedback to 

anyone who falls back into a behavior pattern that he or she is 

trying to unlearn. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that 

by the third week, many of the participants know each other 

better than many of their family members do. Because by that 

point they feel safe with each other and have become more 

emotionally intelligent, the interchange in the plenary sessions 

is free-fl owing and information-rich, with much less interven-

tion needed by the faculty. Most important, by the third session 

the members of this self-analysing group have begun to take 

important steps toward change both at the offi ce and at 

home.

Many of the groups, after concluding with their half-year 

follow-up, choose to hold follow-up sessions year after year. This 

offers the participants a chance to renew good friendships and 

reinforce new behaviors, and it gives the faculty an opportunity 

to assess the degree to which new behavior patterns have become 

truly internalized, and thus whether the change efforts have truly 

held.

LO O K I N G  I N  O N  “ T H E  C H A L L E N G E 

O F  L E A D E R S H I P ”

Let’s look in as a new group of participants gather for their fi rst 

“Challenge of Leadership” meeting:
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Getting Started

The cocktail party that launches “The Challenge of Leadership” 

workshop has the familiar artifi cial quality found on many such 

occasions. There’s the usual nervous laughter, the clinking of 

glasses, the jockeying for positions. People mill around, trying to 

make contact and start up a conversation. Quite a few of the people 

present are ill at ease, unsure what to talk about and how to relate 

to each other. Topics of conversation range from recent political 

events, to travel, to cross-cultural anecdotes.

Though this looks like an ordinary cocktail party, with a 

random group of executives engaged in meaningless activity, it 

isn’t. The party has been carefully choreographed. There’s a purpose 

behind the social ritual. It’s an awkward but necessary step to get 

the leadership workshop on its way—a deliberate effort to prepare 

a group of individuals for change.

From all over the globe, the participants arrived earlier at their 

destination. Now they’re trying to feel their way around. Special-

ists on group behavior would call what happens at this initial 

gathering of participants the “being polite” group phase. During 

this time, the members of the group struggle with questions of 

inclusion and exclusion: Who else has been selected into the 

program? What’s the background of the other participants? What 

will they be like to work with? The tentative behavior of the 

partygoers is a snapshot in time, refl ecting both their excitement 

and their anxiety.

A spectator from Mars would be amused to see this gathering 

of captains of industry, because in this context they look like fi sh 

out of water. For once, they aren’t in control. For once, they don’t 

know exactly what to expect. For once, they aren’t the ones 

pulling the strings. For once, they’re not masters of the universe. 

Instead, they’re anxiously testing the waters. They introduce them-

selves to each other. They engage in polite talk. Some maneuver 

awkwardly to position themselves among their peers. Some of 
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them talk too much: that’s their way of coping with an uncomfort-

able situation. Others try to numb their anxiety by drinking too 

much. At a subliminal level they’re aware, however, that it will be 

harder to hide behind a public self here than it is at the offi ce. It 

won’t be as easy to keep a mask on or to skate by with formulaic 

responses. Participants are well aware that they’re caught up in a 

totally unknown situation, and each one fosters specifi c fantasies 

and defensive reactions. Many thoughts race through their minds: 

Why didn’t I stay at the offi ce? Why did I leave familiar ground? 

There must be a better way to spend my time. What am I going 

to get out of all this? What if this is just a waste of time? What 

am I doing here?

Although over the years word-of-mouth has been the most 

powerful driver behind executive applications, for a number of 

the participants gathered here the journey started when their VP 

of Human Resources or another colleague gave them a brochure 

about the program and it lit a spark of interest. Something in the 

description of the program piqued their curiosity or stimulated 

their fantasy. Some prospective participants see the workshop 

as an opportunity to do something different—to take a break 

from the routine of offi ce life. Others see in the workshop a 

source of answers to the existential questions they’ve been asking 

themselves lately—questions about how to regain the former 

excitement of work, play, and marriage; questions about how to 

get out of their rut and restore the sense of discovery that used 

to make work a joy.

Among the prospective participants who read the brochure at 

their desk back home, there were a few who dropped out of the 

process when they saw how complex the admission form was. It 

asked far too many questions, for one thing. Such forms were good 

for students, sure—but at their level? Some of these questions were 

downright puzzling—quite different from the standard questions 

posed by journalists or investment analysts—and most of them 

were terribly personal. Who wants to write about things he or she 
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is not good at? Who knows how to respond when asked about 

risks taken (and possibly lost)? While the questions asked on the 

admission form caused some irritation and anxiety, they clearly 

indicated that this wasn’t going to be a traditional executive 

program.

And then there was the telephone interview. Out of the blue, 

a stranger—the workshop leader—called to ask even more ques-

tions, equally personal (or worse!). He asked what complaints the 

spouse had about the prospective participant, for example. And 

what kind of things made the participant angry, sad, frustrated. 

He even asked questions about wild fantasies. Whose business was 

that? they wondered. What did any of that have to do with becom-

ing more effective as a leader? Strangely enough, though, when 

asked at the end of that phone call if they still wanted a place in 

the program, everyone in attendance at the cocktail party had 

given an affi rmative response.

After the cocktail party, there was a short introduction describ-

ing the daily workshop schedule, followed by a tour of the campus 

and a nice dinner. As the participants chatted politely during the 

meal, they sensed that they were enjoying the calm before the 

storm.

The Workshop Proper

The next day the seminar started in earnest. At the announced 

opening time the anxiety ran high; people appeared quite appre-

hensive, and they looked expectantly at the workshop leader for 

reassurance. He gave a short lecture on emotional intelligence and 

irrational behavior in organizations and then reiterated the basic 

premise of the workshop: that it was fueled by the “life” case study 

(meaning that case presentations from participants would be the 

main learning tool). He mentioned that each life case study would 

offer a unique situation that would contribute to the learning 
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process and cautioned that there could be “no interpretation 

without association.” (In other words, each participant would get 

as much out of the workshop as he or she put into it.) He reminded 

the group that he had spoken to all the participants beforehand 

and that all had accepted the ground rules and had committed to 

work on a number of signifi cant problems that needed resolution. 

He also stressed the need for confi dentiality regarding what 

happened in the classroom.

From then on the workshop was on its way. How the various 

participants would handle the emerging anxiety would depend on 

their personality structure, their historic defense mechanisms, and 

the specifi c dynamics that evolved in the group. The immediate 

behavioral data that would emerge in the group would be used as 

clues in the exploration of conscious and unconscious material, and 

of defensive operations.

T H EO R E T I C A L  U N D E R P I N N I N G S

Though, as I noted earlier, I had an epiphany about the need to 

involve all aspects of the mental health triangle in any change 

effort, it took me years of struggling and experimentation to settle 

on the format for “The Challenge of Leadership.” The end result 

truly does foster the change process—but why? To understand how 

and why it works, let’s look at some of the “science” of personal 

change.

Developmental psychologists have estimated that at the age of 

thirty, two-thirds to three-fi fths of an individual’s personality is 

formed [6]. But the fact that people have a greater plasticity early 

in life doesn’t rule out their ability to change at a later life stage, 

if they know how to go about it. To jumpstart a change effort, 

certain conditions need to be met; specifi c steps have to be taken. 

Does this mean undergoing lengthy therapeutic procedures? 

Rarely.
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As a psychoanalyst and psychotherapist (roles for which I’ve 

been formally trained, just as I’ve been trained in business and 

economics), I’m steeped in traditional methods of creating personal-

ity change. More traditional psychoanalytic thinking dictates that the 

main route to insight and lasting change occurs through a lengthy 

treatment procedure involving anywhere from two to fi ve sessions 

a week. Needless to say, the prospect of such a monumental 

undertaking isn’t very attractive to senior executives who have neither 

the time nor the patience for such an activity. Furthermore, execu-

tives tend to think they’re the center of the universe. That meant 

I had to fi nd a more time-effective way of reaching them. I needed 

to fi nd a procedure to get the attention of a group of highly self-

centered people, and to get that attention fast.

My task, then, was to develop a method of intervention that 

would accelerate and condense the more traditional therapeutic 

process while remaining true to basic clinical principles. I had to 

fi nd a less traditional way to overcome resistances to change and 

to confront problems that were often out of awareness—problems 

of a preconscious and unconscious nature. I had to mobilize in an 

effective way unconscious mental processes to achieve therapeutic 

results. In addition, I had to make sure that any changes in behav-

ior patterns that resulted wouldn’t turn out to be “fl ights into 

health”—transient “highs”—as is so often the case with the mirac-

ulous “cures” offered by psychological snake-oil salesmen.

As I weighed my options, I saw considerable promise for accel-

erating the process of change in short-term dynamic psychotherapy 

[7]–[26]. This therapeutic approach offered a different avenue than 

long-term psychotherapy to help people acquire insight into the 

life events and ongoing experiences that contributed to their prob-

lems. Therapists using this approach discovered that focused inter-

ventions of a more direct nature, combined with a solid dose of 

empathy and psychological support, frequently resulted in remark-

able improvement. They also found that clarifi cation of defensive 

reactions, which allowed the presenting problem to be brought 
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into sharper focus, appeared to contribute to behavior change. 

These techniques made the client’s problem more explicit and gave 

the client a greater awareness of the psychological forces affecting 

his or her behavior.

After experimenting with short-term dynamic psychotherapy 

in one-on-one encounters with executives who came to me 

wanting to increase their effectiveness at work, I realized that, 

though in most cases we achieved progress, more was needed to 

create lasting change in their behavior patterns. Simple one-on-

one coaching, valuable as it was, generally had only limited results 

[27]. Given the limited time available, I needed to increase the 

discomfort zone of the participants. I discovered that if I could 

create a situation of high intensity and total involvement through 

the creation of a learning community—whereby each member had 

a stake in creating a “corrective emotional experience” for others—

there was the possibility that the change process could be further 

accelerated [28].

After a great deal of trial and error, I conceived that I could 

create an intense learning community by combining some of the 

methods used in short-term dynamic psychotherapy with the 

interventions derived from group dynamics while adding concepts 

taken from organizational and leadership theory [29]–[37]. In 

using the most effective principles of the fi rst two I was able to set 

the stage for a more intensifi ed change effort.

Because minds are like umbrellas, in that they function only 

when they’re open, I had to prepare the executives I was dealing 

with to be willing to open up. That meant I needed to create a 

transitional space—that is, a space in which participants, protected 

from the reality of the outside world, could safely experiment with 

new forms of interacting [38]–[40]. This is a crucial element in 

any developmental or change process.

The pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, whose 

emphasis was children’s play and learning, described how so-

called transitional objects help children develop self-reliance, 
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independence, and the ability to separate themselves from their 

caregivers so that they can differentiate themselves from the world 

around them [39]–[40]. His writings talk of an everyday world, 

with all its demands, and an intrapsychic world—a world of inner 

reality where drives, wishes, needs, and fantasies thrive. In addi-

tion, however, he speaks of a third world, an illusionary place 

between reality and fantasy where connections are drawn between 

the inner and outer worlds. This world is occupied by “transitional 

objects.” A child who is initially totally dependent on the mother 

or father (or other caregiver) uses these transitional objects, such 

as a teddy-bear or a blanket, as a surrogate protective fi gure when 

the mother or father isn’t readily available for help or support. Thus 

transitional objects help the child overcome the anxiety of becom-

ing independent and self-relying; these objects serve as enablers of 

intellectual and emotional development through a guided “letting 

go” of a former, more dependent relationship.

In its original form, this transitional world, with its transitional 

objects, is part of the process of resolving the developmental chal-

lenges of childhood to arrive at adulthood and maturity. A place 

of play and imagination, transitional space is an incubator for cre-

ative thought. This is the place where such processes as symboliza-

tion, make-believe, illusion, daydreaming, playfulness, curiosity, 

imagination, and wonder start. Though transitional space is essen-

tial to healthy development in childhood, there’s no such a thing 

as defi nitive closure. At maturity, people don’t give up their tran-

sitional world. They continue to reenter it regularly when they 

need to fi nd unorthodox ideas and solutions.

Thus providing transitional space in the workplace, in the 

psychologist’s offi ce, or in the context of “The Challenge of 

Leadership” is a productive way to encourage innovation, experi-

mentation, and learning. This space can’t be forced into existing 

forms and structures, because it needs to be fl uid, able to change 

form in response to the interests, desires, wishes, and memories of 

the people involved. The main requirement is that it simultane-
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ously provide the assurance of safety and the degree of frustration 

needed to foster new learning.

Because “The Challenge of Leadership” offers transitional 

space, it becomes an “identity laboratory,” a forum in which people 

can tolerate feedback (even when it’s negative) and are willing to 

experiment with new ways of doing things [41]. The transitional 

space offered by the workshop is a place where people can let go 

of their resistances and enjoy the freedom to create and enjoy illu-

sions. It’s a place where they can discover and rediscover aspects 

of themselves, where missing experiences come back into mental 

consciousness. It’s a place where they can abandon their false selves 

and experiment with living according who and what they are, not 

according to what others ask them to be. It’s a place where people 

are encouraged to do new things rather than merely repeat what 

they’ve done in the past.

Playing in a transitional space—being part of such an “identity 

laboratory”—encourages workshop participants to break out of 

established patterns in order to look at things in a different way. 

It enables them to take a hard look at their propensity toward self-

deception. It helps them deepen their intimate relationships. It 

helps them connect the unconnected. It encourages them to explore 

feelings they thought they had forgotten and to enjoy moments of 

wonder. Most of all, it fosters the creative process. As Ralph Waldo 

Emerson once said: “There are no days in life so memorable as 

those which vibrated to some stroke of the imagination.”
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LESS TRAVELED
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By three methods we may learn wisdom: fi rst, by refl ection, which 

is the noblest; second, by imitation, which is the easiest; and third, 

by experience, which is the bitterest.

—Confucius

Where is the Life we have lost in living?

—T. S. Eliot

But a lifetime of happiness! No man alive could bear it: it would 

be hell on earth.

—George Bernard Shaw

The most important point is to accept yourself and stand on your 

own two feet.

—Zen proverb

A Zen story tells of a man who heard that somewhere far away 

there was a valley carpeted in beautiful fl owers. According to all 
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accounts, it was a place of wonder and delight. Determined to see 

this valley, he set off in search of it. As he walked and walked, and 

walked some more, he became increasingly unhappy at not reach-

ing his destination. Eventually, quite distraught after many months 

of travel and many hardships, the man found himself exhausted at 

the edge of a forest. To his delight, he saw in the distance an old 

man sitting on a bench in front of a tree. He said, “Old man, 

somewhere there exists a valley full of beautiful fl owers. I’ve 

walked for many months on end to fi nd this valley. I’m worn out 

and at my wit’s end. Please, can you tell me where that valley is?” 

The old man answered, “Behind you!”

O W N I N G  YO U R  O W N  L I F E

This Zen story is a reminder of St Augustine’s statement: “People 

travel and wonder at the heights of mountains, at the huge waves 

of the seas, at the long course of rivers, at the vast compass of the 

oceans, at the circular motion of the stars, and they pass themselves 

without even wondering.” Too many of us do nothing but run, 

never allowing ourselves to refl ect on where we’re running to or 

what we’re running for. Too many executives, especially, are like 

the rat in the proverbial maze, not only running endlessly but 

running in circles. And yet we all benefi t from stopping occasion-

ally to refl ect and to change direction. Life goes on no matter what 

we do, but personal growth and development happen only if we 

choose wisely.

What can executives expect when they open their lives to 

change? How can they begin to “own” their own lives? What’s 

that particular journey all about? In the previous chapter I described 

the initial steps needed to undertake the journey of transformation. 

In this chapter, I’ll further explore this process, continuing to use 

“The Challenge of Leadership” workshop as an example of a suc-

cessful change effort. (Please note, though, that different permuta-
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tions of this workshop design are possible, as we’ll see in Chapter 

11.)

C H A L L E N G E  1:  P R E PA R I N G  F O R 

T H E  J O U R N E Y

As I noted earlier, the major precondition for change is a willing-

ness to change. Certain other conditions also have to be met, 

however, before a person can successfully undertake the rigorous 

journey executives share in “The Challenge of Leadership.” As 

mentioned in Chapter 8, careful selection is crucial. Only com-

paratively healthy people—here I’m speaking of mental health—

have the psychological strength to participate in this intensive 

change seminar. And the relatively public forum of “The Chal-

lenge of Leadership” isn’t the intervention of choice for everyone; 

some people prefer a more individualized approach.

The criteria by which we assess potential candidates for inclu-

sion in the leadership workshop refl ect the psychological nature of 

the endeavor.

Level of motivation. Are potential participants prepared to take a 

hard look at themselves? Are they willing to do serious work, or 

are they looking for a quick fi x—a magic pill that will take care 

of all their problems?

Capacity to be open and responsive. Are potential participants not 

only willing but also able to open up to others? Can they establish 

relationships without years of groundwork?

Interpersonal connectedness. Are potential participants willing and 

able to engage in meaningful emotional interaction? Having the 

capacity to talk about very personal thoughts and feelings makes 

the change process a lot easier. Experience has shown that people 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H214

who have a history of give-and-take with a number of signifi cant 

people in their lives are more likely to change. (Hermits, please 

don’t apply!)

Emotional management skills. Can potential participants tolerate 

the anxiety that comes with putting themselves in a vulnerable 

position? Is their emotional life passionate, or are their emotional 

experiences rather fl at? Can they relate when another person talks 

about life’s ups and downs? Do they ever get tears in their eyes 

during emotional movie scenes?

Degree of psychological-mindedness. Are potential participants 

curious about their inner life? Would they like to learn more 

about themselves? Would they like to understand better why they 

behave the way they do? Can they sometimes look beneath the 

surface and grasp the emotional meaning of maladaptive behav-

iors? Can they verbalize their thoughts, feelings, fantasies, and 

inner life?

Capacity for introspection. Do potential participants have the ability 

to recognize how contemporary psychological processes are inte-

grated and related to past experiences? (As Kierkegaard noted, 

“The tragedy of life is that you understand it only backward but 

you have to live it forward.”)

Responses to observations of others. Are potential participants 

receptive to interpretations of their actions and attitudes by others, 

or do they become defensive? Do they generally understand what 

other people are trying to tell them?

Flexibility. Do potential participants react constructively and 

appropriately to stressful interventions, or do they seek refuge in 

indirect defensive behaviors?
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C A S E  S T U DY

Perhaps the best way to illustrate preparedness for the journey of 

change is by presenting a sample case study of a participant. The 

case study is introduced here and then referred to and fl eshed out 

as I discuss the remaining fi ve challenges of change.

One CEO participating in “The Challenge of Leadership”—a 

woman named Carole—started her presentation by declaring that 

she was an unwanted child, an “accident.” This made a number 

of the other executives very uncomfortable: the workshop had 

only just started, and they were expecting to hear about knotty 

business problems, not open emotional wounds. Carole mentioned 

that she was a latecomer, an unexpected arrival after her parents 

already had four daughters. Taking care of yet another daughter 

was the last thing they had in mind. All during Carole’s childhood, 

her mother had made quite clear her disappointment about the 

girl’s unexpected arrival. If she had planned for another child, the 

mother had said often, she would have liked it to be a boy. Carole 

expressed her sadness about her mother’s comments and explained 

how her mother’s attitude had shaped her life. The theme of being 

unwanted had always haunted her.

Carole also mentioned her father, who wasn’t very present 

during her childhood, either physically or emotionally. He had 

worked long hours as an internist at a local hospital. And when he 

was around, he remained distant; it was always diffi cult to get his 

attention. Furthermore, he took his wife’s side whenever Carole 

had a fi ght with her mother about some behavior that her mother 

found inappropriate (and there were many behaviors which fell 

into that category). Rarely could Carole count on his support. As 

a youngster, she had felt that she needed to compete for her father’s 

attention. Looking back, she thought that it had been the youngest 

of her sisters who’d had to bear the brunt of her competitiveness. 

She told the workshop a funny story about the way she had 
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succeeded in shifting to this sister the blame for a dent that she 

herself had put in the family car. She mentioned to the group, 

almost as an aside, that she had always been good at shifting 

responsibility, at making others take the blame.

Carole realized, she told her workshop colleagues, that a major 

theme in her life was proving that she was worth having around, 

that she counted for something. To get her parents’ attention, she 

had excelled in school and at sports. But she emphasized that she 

hadn’t been just a teacher’s pet. There was another side to her—a 

rebellious streak that she had generally kept hidden. She noted that 

this rebellious streak had often showed itself in the number of boys 

she went out with as a teenager (and beyond), and in their disrepu-

table nature.

After graduation from high school, Carole had chosen engin-

eering as her fi eld of study, to impress her father. Programming 

was her undergraduate specialty, so after obtaining her engineering 

degree, she had taken a job in the computer industry. Fairly soon 

thereafter, she had married for the fi rst time, and the young couple 

had had a daughter. After an uphill struggle at work and in her 

personal life—including several career setbacks, a divorce, and a 

second marriage and breakup—she had eventually become the 

president of a very successful software company. While that busi-

ness victory gave her pleasure, the price she had paid for her 

success—the two failed marriages, a diffi cult relationship with her 

only daughter, and a long list of stress symptoms—was terribly 

high.

When commenting to the members of the workshop on her 

leadership style, Carole noted that she had always had quite a 

temper. As she mentioned jokingly, “Speak when you’re angry, 

and you’ll deliver the best speech you’ll ever regret.” According 

to her, people in her company either loved her or hated her. 

Because she set extremely high standards for herself, she could be 

a harsh taskmaster with others. Unfortunately, she had lost a 

number of very capable executives as a result. The latest departure 
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(a high-potential woman who had been liked and admired) had 

irritated the company’s non-executive chairman, who had strongly 

suggested that Carole needed to work on her leadership style. She 

had heard his comment but let it be.

What had gotten Carole started really thinking about her life 

and her relationships was the discovery of a lump in one of her 

breasts. Though after a biopsy the lump proved to be benign, it 

had given her a real scare, one close family member having recently 

died of breast cancer. Her decision to apply for the leadership 

workshop had been a response to the convergence of these two 

things—the cancer scare and the comment from the chairman 

about her leadership style.

Carole’s frankness as she talked about her life loosened up the 

group early in the workshop. Many of the participants were touched 

by the intensity with which she described her feelings and experi-

ences. Because of the strength of her presentation, she made it easy 

for others to visualize (and empathize with) what she had gone 

through. Furthermore, many of the themes she touched upon 

echoed themes in the lives of the others, evoking for many a host 

of memories and associations.

Carole’s presentation made it clear that she was a woman who 

was highly motivated to do something about her present situation. 

She realized that her personal life was a mess and that she had to 

work on her leadership style. As she talked about her problems, 

she expressed considerable emotion, on several occasions wiping 

tears from her eyes. That meant that human connectedness wasn’t 

likely to be an issue for her as she attempted to change. In spite of 

her being a harsh taskmaster at the offi ce, she related well to the 

other group members and, from what she told us, to her colleagues 

at work. Psychological-mindedness wasn’t likely to be an issue 

either: she was clearly interested in understanding herself better. 

Furthermore, her responses to questions from the group made it 

clear that she was able to make connections between her present 

behavior and her past experiences. She seemed to be ready to take 
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the plunge, to try to change some of her destructive behavior 

patterns.

C ATA LYS T S  F O R  C H A N G E

We’ve looked at how to assess preparedness for the journey of 

change. Now the question is, Where does that preparedness—that 

motivation to change—come from? If the human tendency is to 

resist change, how does the process of change ever get underway? 

Why does a person’s resistance start to weaken? When is someone 

really ready to explore the implications for change, and to play 

with the ambivalence of doing or not doing? When does the 

tipping point occur?

As we saw in the case of Carole, above, disrupting the relative 

stability of personality to get the process of change into motion 

requires a strong inducement in the form of pain or distress—dis-

comfort that outweighs the secondary gains that hanging on to 

the present situation offers. (You may remember from Chapter 4 

that secondary gains are positive benefi ts such as sympathy, atten-

tion, or other advantages that result from a negative situation.) 

When is enough, enough? People must experience a sense of 

concern about their present situation, whether the trigger be family 

tensions, health problems, negative social sanctions, an accident, 

feelings of isolation leading to a sense of helplessness and insecurity, 

problem behavior at work, distressing incidents happening to 

someone close, or basic daily hassles and frustrations [1]. They have 

to go beyond “I don’t see a problem” or “I have a problem but 

I don’t really want to do something about it” to “I want to 

do something about my problem,” which may lead to “I’m actively 

working on my problem.” Clearly, Carole had the motivation 

to do something about her life. She recognized that her current 

path might well lead to loneliness at home and a pink slip at 

work.
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Surveys of people who have undergone major internal change 

confi rm that a high level of unpleasant emotion (anxiety, anger, 

sadness, or frustration, for example) exists in the period just prior 

to change, generally precipitated by a stressor such as one of those 

listed above. This negative emotion, which brings to awareness the 

serious negative consequences that can be expected if dysfunctional 

behavior patterns continue, makes the status quo (in spite of the 

elusive advantages) increasingly diffi cult to maintain.

When people realize that bad days are turning into a bad 

year—in other words, that the isolated occurrence of occasional 

discontent has become a steady pattern of unhappiness—it becomes 

harder to deny that something needs to be done about the situ-

ation. From this point on, every new disturbance is recognized as 

part of the general pattern of dissatisfaction. Complaints coalesce 

into a coherent entity. Many people have an “aha!” experience at 

this stage, a moment when they’re fi nally able to interpret decis-

ively what’s happening to them. They see clearly that neither the 

passage of time nor minor changes in behavior will improve the 

situation—indeed, the situation is likely to become even worse if 

nothing drastic is done about it.

Even the insight that drastic measures are required doesn’t 

automatically compel a person to take action. However, playing 

with the ambivalence—with the pros and cons of change—typi-

cally sets into motion a mental process whereby people allow 

themselves to consider alternatives to the adverse situation. It’s an 

essential process that tips the status quo. Everyone has a wish (both 

conscious and unconscious) for redress of personal grievances. This 

wish turns into one of the engines of change if it helps people 

realize that they need to do something about their present situ-

ation. Having made the transition from denying to admitting that 

all is not well, people are able to undertake a reappraisal process. 

Although initially every alternative to the troubling situation 

appears more frightening than the status quo, gradually a preferable 

alternative to the stalemate begins to emerge. The hurdles may 
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still seem insurmountable, but at least a goal is in sight [1]; 

[2]–[5].

Accepting the need for change is a necessary fi rst step—I can’t 

stress that enough—but on its own it’s no guarantee of action. 

People need a push, in the form of something that can later be 

described as a “focal event”—a crisis, if you will. Although we 

typically think of a crisis as something so acute that it’s obvious, 

the focal event that triggers change is sometimes only retrospec-

tively interpreted as a milestone.

The metaphor of the last straw is very appropriate here, because 

it indicates that if a person is prepared—if not actually ready—to 

take a decisive step, the triggering event can be minor: the fi nal 

additional element (one among many) that puts matters into focus. 

Experience suggests that while major events certainly can be focal, 

the focal event often turns out to be a minor occurrence that’s 

seen as focal simply because it enables a discontented person to 

take that long-delayed fi rst step. Thus it’s the catalyst in the change 

process, whether it’s perceived as major or minor to an outside 

observer. A focal event often involves someone important to the 

distressed person. In the case of Carole, it was the conjunction of 

problems with her daughter, a cancer scare, and problems at work 

(including a cautionary word from the chairman of the board) that 

called her to reevaluate her lifestyle.

C H A L L E N G E  2 :  I D E N T I F Y I N G 

T H E  P R O B L E M

To be able to change, we have to know what it is we want to 

change. Thus we have to identify our focal problem and formulate 

explicit, tractable improvement goals. When we tell our history 

to others, we often see a thin red line that began in our past and 

continues over time into our present. The challenge we face is to 

identify this thin red line—to clarify what it’s all about. That 
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means carefully listening to our own story to discover the focal 

problem.

More often than not the stories we tell about ourselves have 

to do with seemingly insoluble dilemmas grounded in a negative 

self-concept and a misguided perception of the world and of 

others—dilemmas that often cause unhappiness, a lack of fulfi ll-

ment, and problems at work [6]–[10]. Though these dilemmas 

have the potential to wreak disaster, they aren’t ordinarily clearly 

conceptualized in our mind; they’re often preconscious and thus 

only vaguely experienced. What we feel more keenly is various 

mixtures of helplessness and hopelessness. So how can we arrive 

at greater specifi city? With the help of others.

At “The Challenge of Leadership” change workshop, the 

people in the “hot seat” and the “audience” hearing their case 

presentation talk through issues such as self-esteem, and they iden-

tify together, in each presenter, specifi c present-day dilemmas that 

have grown out of underlying problems of esteem and worth—

dilemmas that can be remedied by addressing those problems. 

These specifi c dilemmas are then the basis for “contracts” between 

each presenter and the rest of the participants.

M A J O R  T H E M E S  F O R  E X E C U T I V E S

Looking back at the hundreds of CEOs and board members who 

have gone through my change workshops, I can identify a number 

of common themes or change-triggers. Among them are loss, 

anxiety, interpersonal confl ict, symptomatology that refl ects inner 

turmoil (for example, habit disorders, sexual dysfunction, and 

insomnia), developmental imbalance, life imbalance, and questions 

about meaning. Let’s look at each in turn:

Loss. The broad theme of loss, which can encompass events and 

situations that are past, present, and pending, is one of the most 
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diffi cult things humans have to deal with [11]–[16]. The most 

dramatic example of loss is the death of an important fi gure in 

one’s life, or the loss of a spouse through separation or divorce. 

Such a loss can have enormous repercussions, as can the loss of 

one’s own health and well-being through illness. Regardless of the 

form that loss takes, its consequences may linger for months or 

even years in the form of depressive reactions as the person grieves 

about the poor hand of cards he or she was dealt, about what could 

have been if the cards had been better [17].

Loss is a frequent guest in the world of work as well. The loss 

of a job (and of one’s community of colleagues) can be devastating. 

Career setbacks can likewise be experienced as a form of loss, as 

can retirement. Many executives feel a deep loss when they compare 

their career expectations with their actual achievement. They fear 

that their original hopes for career success won’t ever be fulfi lled. 

A midlevel manager may realize that she’ll never become the 

chairman of the company, while a corporate VP may watch in 

dismay as a colleague is handed the coveted board chairmanship. 

The consequences of such losses may linger in the form of panic 

or depressive reactions. How will they be able to manage their 

disappointment? The challenge is to break out of this depressive 

cycle, reframe the situation, recognize and appreciate new alterna-

tives and opportunities, and arrive at a more hopeful outlook on 

life.

Anxiety. Another concern that often arises among executives has 

to do with the anxiety of being or becoming number one in an 

organization. Many executives who are new to (or close to) that 

position wonder if they’ll be able to hack it. Will they be able to 

talk effectively to the press? How will they come across at large 

meetings? Will they be suffi ciently astute in dealing with the 

investment community? Will their colleagues accept their newly 

increased authority? Some executives who deal with this sort of 

anxiety have diffi culty making decisions; they’re so afraid that 
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their actions will show them to be impostors (see Chapter 7) that 

they succumb to decision paralysis.

Interpersonal confl ict. Another area of diffi culty that can be a cata-

lyst for enrolling in “The Challenge of Leadership” is an intensi-

fi cation of an interpersonal confl ict, whether with family members, 

friends, or work colleagues. In one example, an executive described 

how stressed out he was due to an ongoing battle with one of the 

non-executive members of his board. He enlisted the help of his 

fellow workshop participants to fi nd a constructive solution to his 

impasse. Another senior executive enrolled in the seminar hoping 

to fi gure out how to resolve a long-lasting feud with one of his 

brothers over the future direction of their family fi rm. A CEO 

caught up in a merger process hoped that participation in the 

workshop might give him some ideas for solving an organizational 

culture (and cross-cultural) incompatibility problem.

In the case of strictly personal relationships that executives are 

involved in, disputes frequently develop when the two partners 

(whether spouses, parents and children, or good friends) have 

nonreciprocal expectations about their interaction and relation-

ship. A lack of interpersonal competencies often lies at the core of 

such problems. Some executives just don’t have the skills needed 

to initiate and sustain meaningful interpersonal relationships [18]. 

Others have the skills to start a relationship but can’t maintain it 

when such a relationship requires true commitment, intimacy, and 

expectations of fi delity and loyalty.

Symptomatology. At times, the thin red line that determines a 

problem area is of a more symptomatic nature, which makes iden-

tifi cation of the problem easier. Although some of the symptoms 

are brought up during the plenary sessions of “The Leadership 

Challenge,” they’re more likely to come out in small-group discus-

sion. The range of potential symptoms—all troubling—is enor-

mous, ranging from habit disorders, to sexual dysfunction, to 
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alcohol or drug problems, to insomnia, to phobias such as a fear 

of fl ying or of public speaking. The origin of such symptoms 

varies. Many of them, however, are triggered by long-ago fright-

ening experiences that have long since been forgotten by the 

conscious mind. Whatever the origin, these symptoms can become 

so severe that they interfere with everyday functioning and thus 

are a signifi cant source of distress.

Developmental Imbalance. Another issue that regularly emerges 

among the CEOs who participate in the leadership workshop is 

developmental imbalance, which is the label given when certain 

expectations about life remain unfulfi lled [19]–[26]. Developmen-

tal imbalance occurs when a person moves from one social role to 

another and struggles to adjust to the new role. Consider, for 

example, the man who one day, realizing to his dismay that every-

body his age is married, fears that he’s doomed to bachelorhood—a 

sorry fate made even worse by his longing to have children. Con-

sider the woman who faces a demotion, the loss of a much-loved 

job, or retirement before she’s ready. People who fail to cope ade-

quately with these transitions and develop symptoms often experi-

ence role transition as a loss that can contribute to depressive 

reactions. The workshop may help them discover that one way of 

coping is through establishing new connections, exploring new 

relationships.

The issue of developmental imbalance was pointed out to one 

executive during a leadership workshop. This executive—let’s call 

him Peter—repeatedly referred to the terrifi c relationship he had 

with his girlfriend. He went to great lengths to explain what a 

good time they had together. After some questioning from fellow 

participants after Peter’s presentation, it became clear that this 

relationship had been going on for more than seven years and that 

the girlfriend was becoming increasingly exasperated by his lack 

of commitment. A previous girlfriend, Peter fi nally confessed, had 

eventually given up on him after a similar delay. During the 
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ensuing discussion, the problems Peter experienced with commit-

ment became increasingly clear. The marriage of his parents had 

ended in a painful divorce, and he suspected that that experience 

played a role in his unwillingness to take the next step with his 

girlfriend. He spoke of wanting to have children someday, however, 

and he described his pleasure in playing with the children of his 

brother, commenting with pride that he was their favorite uncle. 

Peter’s lack of commitment spilled over from his private life into 

his life at the offi ce. Making decisions didn’t come easily to Peter, 

who was a great procrastinator. Others had to push him to decide 

on closure. Although he was now running the show at the offi ce, 

this pattern of behaving and acting had delayed his career 

progression.

Life imbalance. The theme of life imbalance shows up in most of 

the presentations made by senior executives in “The Challenge of 

Leadership” [22]–[23]; [27]. As life passes and children grow up, 

many executives feel increasingly that they’re leading a mortgaged 

life. Finding time for the family becomes more and more of an 

uphill struggle. Executives clinging to the career ladder feel that 

they’re missing out on quality time with their children, missing 

out on soccer games and teacher conferences and ballet perfor-

mances. And as the children grow older, these executives fi nd 

themselves increasingly estranged from them.

Though executives experiencing a life out of balance regret 

missing the family time, they often don’t know how to regain it. 

They feel like prisoners of their own ambitions: they like being 

on the fast track, but they feel guilty about what it means for the 

family. One executive told me that the turning point for him—the 

event that brought his life imbalance clearly to the forefront of his 

consciousness—was when he found himself alone with his seven-

year-old daughter and discovered that he had nothing to say. He 

felt uncomfortable with the little stranger beside him. That was 

his wake-up call.
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Questions about meaning. Finally, last but not least, many of the 

executives in the leadership workshop raise questions about 

meaning [28]–[30]. Though they bear outward signs of worldly 

success, they wonder what they could do to give their life more 

meaning. Increasingly bored on the job, they sometimes engage 

in crazy ventures—unlikely mergers and acquisitions, for example—

just to break the boredom. Often belatedly, they realize the impor-

tance of the words of Carl Jung: “The least of things with meaning 

is worth more in life than the greatest of things without it.” Most 

people want to belong to something greater than themselves, they 

want to make a contribution to society, and it’s the wise leader 

who pays attention to this need.

For some executives, the search for meaning may have been a 

theme all through their career. For others, it has developed only 

with the passing years. Both groups, having been successful, feel a 

strong urge to give something back. They’re concerned about how 

to do this. Can it be achieved within the context of work, or do 

outlets outside work such as religion have to be found for this kind 

of gratifi cation? How can they have the biggest impact? What can 

they do that’s most suitable, given their personality makeup?

T H E  T R I A N G L E  O F  C O N F L I C T

To understand conceptually the reasons behind the emergence of 

a focal problem or central theme in a person’s life, we need to look 

at the “triangle of confl ict.” Like the earlier described “triangle of 

mental life,” it’s part and parcel of the human condition [31]–[33]. 

The triangle of confl ict clarifi es that an individual experiences a 

confl ict (perceived as anxiety) due to unacceptable feelings or 

desires that create anxiety and lead to defensive reactions. Because 

the three components of the desire-anxiety-defense triangle affect 

(and are affected by) one another, we describe the triangle as 

psychodynamic.
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Though the mental triangle appears on these pages as a visible, 

identifi able entity, the psychodynamic process of the triangle of con-

fl ict generally stirs in the person only a vague awareness about what 

he or she is defending against; the exact nature of the unacceptable 

thoughts and wishes may not always reach consciousness. Neverthe-

less, they evoke anxiety. Defensive behavior serves as a means of 

avoiding the awareness or experience of those unpleasant thoughts or 

feelings. If the person quickly changes the subject when a certain issue 

is brought up, or denies a problem that’s obvious to others, or concedes 

a problem but then ignores it, those are good signs that defensive 

behavior is being employed. If you’re a board member concerned 

about a CEO, or a leadership coach working to resolve a problem in 

the workplace, your role now is that of a psychological detective: you 

must fi nd out what the person is defending against. What are the 

underlying fantasies that drive the person’s actions?

The challenge for participants in “The Challenge of Leader-

ship” is to identify their own triangle of confl ict—identify their 

Figure 9.1 Triangle of confl ict
Adapted from Malan (1963)

Anxiety / conflict

Self

Defensive / maladaptive 

behavior patterns

Feelings, desires
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greatest source of anxiety and then track down the feelings that 

inspired it and the defensive behaviors it spawned; in other words, 

they have to identify their focal issue. Confrontation and clarifi ca-

tion by the workshop leaders and the members of the group help 

in that process, leading to greater specifi city of the problem [4]; 

[34]–[35]. During the questioning that follows a “hot seat” pre-

sentation, workshop participants try to get the presenter to be more 

explicit about issues and events so that he or she can gain a better 

grasp of the situation. In the case of Carole, for example, the other 

participants asked her to talk about her interactions with other 

women. Did she, they asked, have the same problems managing 

both women and men? Were her demands toward women different 

than from those toward men? The need for clarifying answers 

prompted her to talk about her daughter and their relationship.

This process of confrontation and clarifi cation—the so-called 

critical-incident method—is generally very enlightening. It helps 

organize the person’s comments, giving the presentation a sharper 

focus; helps sort out cause-and-effect relationships; identifi es mul-

tiple meanings; and helps foster an appreciation of the connections 

between past and current patterns. All these things set the stage 

for associations made by the members of the group, which they 

offer following each “hot seat” presentation. These associations, 

and the focal-issue-identifi cation process that preceded them, lay 

the groundwork as the presenter undertakes a thoughtful, detailed 

reappraisal of goals (goes beyond the status quo position), and then 

formulates and experiments with alternatives to defensive ways of 

living. The destination of this sometimes-painful inner journey is 

increased self-knowledge, insight and a new beginning.

The whole process by which the focal issue is identifi ed—the 

presentation of personal feelings and concerns, followed by con-

frontation and clarifi cation, followed by associations—is probably 

unlike anything the presenter has ever experienced. Public self-

recognition changes a person, especially when it follows a lifetime 

of running to avoid coming face to face with oneself. There are 

chapters in everybody’s life which are seldom read—and certainly 
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not aloud. When these chapters are read aloud, in a caring environ-

ment, the experience and the support the person receives may be 

an eye-opener. The presenter typically feels deeply understood in 

reference not only to current diffi culties but also to the way he or 

she has always felt. Refl ective, respectful listening and expressions 

of deep empathy prompt a deeply emotional experience. When 

that experience occurs, the self-explorer is encouraged to become 

the explorer of everything else.

That the group can understand what seems like so much in 

such a short time gives the person a feeling of being truly sup-

ported. That support, along with validation and encouragement 

from other members of the group, is crucial while this inner 

journey is taking place. It not only helps the presenter acquire 

greater insight about his or her problem change, but makes it pos-

sible for him or her to discuss the ambivalence that accompanies 

any effort at change—ambivalence that follows the ebb and fl ow 

of his or her resistances.

The feeling that other people care isn’t just a warm and fuzzy 

byproduct; it makes a real difference when a person is addressing 

major issues [36]–[39]. It’s important that the workshop leaders be 

empathetic too, but it’s the role of the group that’s critical. The 

presenter needs to feel as if the group is sharing the “hot seat”; 

that they aren’t frightened, depressed, or even disgusted by what 

they see; that they accept the presenter with all his or her frailties; 

that they’re optimistic about the future. Because of the attitude of 

the group, the presenter feels a deep gratitude and trust reminiscent 

of the trust he or she had in earlier caregivers.

As we look back at Carole through the lens of the triangle of 

confl ict, we see that an important issue for her had to do with her 

anger toward her mother. At times Carole felt like she could “just 

kill her.” Of course, to express that thought as a small child would 

have caused great internal confl ict, given her very real dependence 

on her mother. The thought alone would have caused enormous 

anxiety. Thus Carole repressed her angry thoughts and took them 

out of conscious awareness. She was also angry with her father for 
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rarely standing up for her. She denied that anger as well, pretend-

ing that everything was all right. To defend against her anxiety 

over her anger at her parents, she unconsciously employed a couple 

of defense mechanisms: repression and displacement. In the latter, 

she redirected her angry feelings toward people who were less 

“dangerous” than her mother and father: sisters, girlfriends, and 

later husbands and people at work. She also suffered from conver-

sion symptoms (implying that psychic confl icts transformed into 

somatic symptoms) in the form of migraine headaches.

C H A L L E N G E  3 :  U N H O O K I N G 

“ FA L S E  C O N N E C T I O N S”

The interpretive process is complicated by yet another triangle, the 

“triangle of relationships.” This triangle addresses the issue of 

transference, discussed in Chapter 2 and elsewhere. As you may 

remember from that earlier discussion, in every situation there are 

two kinds of relationships. First, there’s the “real” relationship 

between the person and the other—a relationship between two 

colleagues at work, for example, or between an employer and an 

employee. This real relationship becomes the context for another, 

more elusive relationship grounded in the past—what psychologists 

call the “transference relationship” [35]; [40]–[41].

The concept of transference suggests that no relationship is a 

new relationship; all relationships are colored by previous relation-

ships. And obviously the relationships that have the most lasting 

potency, coloring almost every subsequent encounter, are those 

that we had with our earliest caregivers. Our behavior today has 

its roots in those primary early relationships. As we relive our 

earlier relationships again and again, behavior patterns emerge by 

which we act toward people in the present as if they were people 

in the past: we behave toward them as children behave toward 

their parents, for example, forgetting that we’re now adults. In 
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other words, without even being aware of it, we’re often confused 

as to person, time, and place. Like it or not, our past relationships 

have solidifi ed into organizing themes in our personality structure. 

In our everyday present, we experience attitudes, thoughts, and 

emotional responses that, though appropriate to the interpersonal 

processes governing our earlier years, are maladaptive now.

Because transference is largely an unconscious process, in “The 

Challenge of Leadership” we use the triangle of relationships—

with its three prongs of self, present-other, and past-other—to 

bring it to the surface. Thinking consciously about the triangle of 

relationships helps participants clarify those intolerable feelings that 

originally were experienced toward family members in the distant 

past, are repeated in relation to people in the person’s current life, 

and during the course of the workshop become directed to the 

other participants and the workshop leaders. This triangle, high-

lighting the similarity of past relationships to what happens in the 

present, provides a conceptual structure for assessing patterns of 

response [32]; [42]–[44].

Figure 9.2 Triangle of relationships

The person

The other

Therapist / coach / 

significant “present other”

Significant “past other”
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L I N K I N G  T H E  PA S T  W I T H  T H E  P R E S E N T

In my work with executives I’ve discovered (as many psychothera-

pists have done before me) that (apart from creating a supportive 

environment) transferential interpretation is a crucial tool in the 

change toolbox. When the link between present relationships and 

the distant past is made meaningful—in other words, when a 

person understands old patterns of interaction and then learns to 

recognize those patterns in current relationships—the process of 

change is more likely to be successful. An understanding of trans-

ference allows a person to change how he or she superimposes 

long-standing and maladaptive past patterns onto current 

relationships.

For example, returning once more to Carole, the other work-

shop participants pointed out similarities between her relationship 

with her mother and her relationship with other female executives 

at the offi ce, a comparison that made sense to her. They helped 

her see the underlying theme for her angry lashing out: it was as 

if she were saying, “You’re a bad mother; you really don’t care 

how I feel.” Another transferential theme that emerged, echoing 

a memory of her father’s behavior, was “Men are weak. Why don’t 

you stand up for me when I’ve been wronged?” Both these themes, 

carried over by the executive from her childhood, were apparent 

to the participants after they’d heard her description of her past. 

When Carole snapped at one of the female executives in the work-

shop for no apparent reason at all, this point became even more 

explicit. When others pointed out the connection, she realized the 

dysfunctional behavior pattern she had gotten stuck in. The group’s 

discussions helped her see that what was survival behavior when 

she was small was no longer functional in her role as an adult. 

These observations helped her understand her feelings of ambiva-

lence about changing and highlighted the costs and benefi ts of 

doing so.
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The recognition of transference is a crucial point in the change 

process, because it signals a weakening in defensive resistance. 

Once Carole could see how her emotional energy had been “trans-

ferred”—held over from concerns of the past to aspects of the 

present and the future—she was mentally ready to tackle a more 

constructive future. She dealt with her ambivalent feelings and was 

prepared to take action.

Perhaps another example would be helpful in illustrating what 

transference is all about. A CEO in another leadership workshop 

(let’s call him Steven) had a father who was rather autocratic, 

always wanting to have his way. Steven discovered, in childhood, 

that the best way of dealing with his father wasn’t to confront 

him—that only led to violent arguments—but to comply. Knowing 

this background, we could predict with a higher than average 

probability that the adult Steven, in a diffi cult situation with a 

rather assertive person, would avoid confl ict. And that’s in fact 

what he reported. He described to the group how irritated he got 

at himself when he let certain people have their way against his 

better judgment. At times, he said, he let people walk all over him, 

and he just couldn’t understand why (since transferential reactions 

happen at an unconscious level). “I don’t know what happened,” 

he said of one interaction with the chairman of his board. “I knew 

that the organization was making a wrong decision, but I let this 

man have his way. Do you know how much money we wasted by 

my agreeing to his insane decision?”

As we talked about transference in the workshop and looked 

for its footprints in this executive’s behavior, he came to under-

stand the transferential nature of his relationship with the chair-

man. Seeing the extent to which his past behavior infl uenced his 

present behavior, he could also see that he had a choice: he could 

continue on automatic pilot and do more of the same, or he could 

stop the process and say, “There must be a better way of handling 

this situation.”
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C H A L L E N G E  4 :  C R E AT I N G  A 

H O L D I N G  E N V I R O N M E N T

Change is so diffi cult that, even with the best of intentions, people 

can rarely manage it single-handedly. Thus the next step in the 

change process is getting other people involved. In “The Chal-

lenge of Leadership,” participants can involve others in bringing 

about change only if they feel that it’s safe to experiment in the 

group setting. As was described in Chapter 8, a transitional, safe 

space—a holding environment—needs to be created, a confi den-

tial place permeated by trust where secrets can be contained. Only 

in such a safe space will it be possible to fantasize about new 

possibilities, to play and experiment [38]; [45]–[46].

One of the chief functions of a holding environment is to 

be a forum for a public commitment to change. Making a public 

commitment is an important step because it doubles momentum: 

it not only infl uences the person making the announcement 

(cementing his or her willingness to confront a diffi cult situ-

ation), but it also enlists the support of others, thus working as 

a strong reinforcement for change. If, for example, a person 

states the wish and intent to become more assertive, the members 

of the group that approve of that decision are likely to remind 

him or her of confl ict-avoidant behavior when they see it hap-

pening. Furthermore, by taking a public stance, people give 

themselves an ultimatum: go through with the change, or lose 

face. In the case of Carole, her public commitment in the work-

shop centered on fi nding better ways of dealing with her temper. 

Success would be indicated by better relationships with the 

people at work, improved contact with her daughter, and the 

ability to establish a new meaningful relationship with a signifi -

cant other.

To create a holding environment that allows people to talk 

about their feelings, anxieties, and concerns, I use various sup-

portive techniques in “The Challenge of Leadership.” These 
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include positive reframing, encouragement, and anticipation or 

rehearsal of dealing with diffi cult situations [47]–[50]. Reframing 

is a cognitive technique used to assist the person in defusing 

or sidestepping painful situations, thus enhancing self-esteem. 

Encouragement, which is a sibling of reframing, encompasses 

reassurance, praise (which, to be meaningful, must affi rm some-

thing that the recipient considers praiseworthy), and empathic 

comments such as, “That must have been very hard for you,” 

“I guess you must have been pretty scared,” or “It sounds like you 

handled that situation quite well.” Anticipation allows a person 

to move through new situations hypothetically and to weigh 

different ways of responding. By permitting someone to become 

better acquainted with a situation, it reduces anticipatory anxiety. 

Rehearsal permits a person to actually practice more appropriate 

ways of engaging in future events, expanding his or her adaptive 

repertoire.

All these therapeutic interventions were used with Carole to 

help her deal with her personal and workplace problems. It was 

particularly interesting to see how, with her newfound self-

awareness, she suggested dealing with a hypothetical messy situ-

ation. One of the CEOs in the workshop presented a dilemma he 

was facing with one of his subordinates and asked Carole how she 

would deal with it. Although she admitted that her old self would 

have lashed out at the person who was responsible for the screw-

up, she suggested that the CEO go to his offi ce and work with 

the subordinate on a solution.

C H A L L E N G E  5 :  AC T I V E LY  WO R K I N G  O N 

T H E  P R O B L E M

I can’t stress enough that therapeutic learning is experiential 

learning; it takes effort and practice. People change as they work 

through emotionally painful and ingrained interpersonal scenarios 
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and as the interaction with supportive others gives rise to outcomes 

different from those feared.

Far-reaching personality changes can be achieved; old dogs 

can learn new tricks. Such changes demand systematic challenges 

to one’s defenses, conscious manipulation of one’s transferential 

reactions, and respect for the complex interconnections of the 

cognitive and emotional dimensions of the problem. They also 

require careful timing. Contrary to the usual saying, people striv-

ing for personal change must “strike when the iron is cold.” Inter-

pretations can’t be heard by, let alone become effective in, a person 

in the middle of an emotional crisis. When emotion impairs 

cognition too much, lasting change will be diffi cult.

In “The Challenge of Leadership,” with its two faculty 

members, most of the teaching is done indirectly, by the partici-

pants, who offer continuous feedback about behavior and charac-

ter to their colleagues. Participants work as a team to develop 

their capacity to examine their feelings and behavior, to under-

stand confl icts and areas of vulnerability, and to develop more 

varied and fl exible defensive systems that protect them from 

anxiety [51]. Although interpretations by workshop leaders have 

an impact on participants, in a group setting executives often have 

less resistance to learning about themselves from peers than they 

have to input from people in positions of authority. Consequently, 

one of the challenges for the workshop leaders is to resist the 

impulse to make an interpretation and wait for group members 

to suggest and develop solutions [52]. As the saying goes, 

there are two parts to wisdom: having a great deal to say, and 

not saying it!

The collaborative learning that comes out of group discussion 

and feedback helps the participants do the following:

•  See discrepancies between self-perception about capabilities and 

actual achievements.

•  Recognize (and accept reinforcement for) what they’re really 

good at.
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•  Arrive at more appropriate styles of thinking and acting in both 

a business and a personal context.

•  Realize the extent to which they engage in catastrophizing—

that is, assuming that every error will be followed by 

catastrophe.

•  Overcome the so-called helpless fallacy, the faulty belief that 

they have no control over their lives.

•  Recognize a tendency to engage in “fi ltering”—that is, empha-

sizing the negative and ignoring the positive regarding their 

skills and circumstances.

•  Scrap their “should” list, that long list of rules that outline how 

they believe others think they should act.

Much of the work that the participants do, in themselves and for 

each other, is unconscious. In the safety of the holding environ-

ment offered by “The Challenge of Leadership,” each presenter 

does something to the other participants (and vice versa), evoking 

in the other members subtle unconscious reactions known as 

“countertransference reactions.” These countertransference reac-

tions then shape the observations of each member [40]; [53]–[54]. 

The emotional responses of the group members to any given pre-

sentation reveal members’ sensitivities and offer evidence of the 

presenter’s attempts (both conscious and unconscious) to evoke 

certain emotional reactions in others.

This process of subtly transferring feelings and thoughts can 

also be conceptualized under the heading “projective identifi ca-

tion,” a concept introduced in Chapter 6 [55]–[56]. As you may 

recall, through this primitive form of communication—also labeled 

“countertransference”—part of what a person experiences is 

“expelled” and “deposited” in other people. In other words, the 

speaker gets the audience to experience a set of feelings similar to 

his or her own. Led by memories and imagination, the listeners 

respond with empathy.

The conjunction of countertransference and empathy allows 

participants to put themselves in the presenter’s place and 
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experience whatever he or she thinks and desires. Sensitive par-

ticipants can penetrate, by thought and feeling, the inner life of 

the presenter, though they retain enough objectivity to create 

hypotheses and theories about that inner life. The information 

provided as group members talk about the feelings and fantasies 

that came up in response to a presentation helps the presenter better 

understand what his or her key issues are. In fact, these emotional 

responses to presentations represent one of the most important 

tools as participants strive to change.

The spectrum of countertransference reactions ranges from 

subtle responses such as vague feelings of anxiety, sleepiness, 

boredom, futility, helplessness, or disdain; to more blatant responses 

such as becoming angry, feeling intimidated, experiencing sexual 

arousal, or not listening; to dramatic forms of acting out such as 

blowing up at a fellow member, leaving the room in a huff, or 

being paralyzed by the fear of losing control and causing harm. 

Over time, participants become increasingly profi cient at translat-

ing these subtle (and not so subtle) signals into imagery that has 

meaning, and they learn to notice not only what is expressed 

verbally and nonverbally, but also what is avoided.

For example, in the case of Carole, every time the harsher side 

of her personality came to the fore, another group member brought 

it to her attention, whether it took place in a plenary session, a 

small group, or a social occasion. Thus for Carole (and every other 

presenter in turn), every act both within the seminar and in related 

social settings became a learning opportunity. Each encounter 

with another participant offered an occasion to gain new under-

standing, attempt new behavior, and work through chronic per-

sonality problems.

The task of the group is huge indeed. In the complex inter-

personal encounter of the workshop, past and present experiences 

intertwine. Participants have to try to unravel the resulting knots 

of past life situations, current life situations, and transferential pat-

terns, bringing to awareness hidden feelings and wishes, defensive 
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reactions, and underlying causes of anxiety. They have to integrate 

in their minds and feelings what was, what is, and what will be. 

What was consists of memories of people and events of importance 

to each individual, and the feelings attached to those people and 

events. As participants recall their affect-laden memories, review-

ing and picking up the threads of their past, present, and future, 

they grow in knowledge about themselves, expanding their aware-

ness of what was, what is, and what will be. Succinctly put, by 

facing up to the past, they acquire mastery of the present and learn 

to shape the future.

R E S T R U C T U R I N G  T H E  I N N E R  T H E AT E R

The transformational process that’s the goal of “The Challenge of 

Leadership”—a process that, as we’ve seen, interweaves partici-

pants’ past and current life situations (and the anxieties, defenses, 

and hidden feelings underlying each) via transferential patterns 

exhibited in group members’ relationships with fellow members 

and with workshop leaders—results in a restructuring of the par-

ticipants’ inner theater. This complex process involves incremental 

changes on a number of different fronts: defense restructuring, 

affect restructuring, and self-perception restructuring [44]; [57]. 

When successful, this process helps participants manipulate the 

forces that make up the core of their personality: their defensive 

structures, their affect (or feelings), and their image of self and 

others.

Defense restructuring. Giving up inappropriate or excessive defen-

sive behavior patterns is a crucial challenge for anyone who wants 

to change. The initial step in defense restructuring, and perhaps 

the hardest one, is the recognition of the kind of defenses used by 

the individual. A person who senses the need for change, along 

with his or her champions within the holding environment, needs 
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to watch for patterns of defensive behavior, determine the intensity 

and duration of those patterns, and formulate hypotheses that 

explain them. Then it’s time for “resistance judo” as a person’s 

defenses are rarely successfully tackled head-on. Collaborators 

need to move with the person; otherwise, he or she may dig in 

and become resistant to any further help.

As you may recall from our case study, it didn’t take Carole 

and her fellow workshop participants long to identify her use of 

specifi c defenses. She had a tendency to deny responsibility for her 

actions, “forget” unpleasant things she was supposed to do, redirect 

angry feelings toward others, and develop conversion symptoms 

(such as migraines) when under stress. With the group’s help, 

Carole came to see that these maladaptive defensive reactions, like 

most others, were usefully adaptive in the situation in which they 

were fi rst learned and applied. Denial of responsibility, for example, 

was a successful survival mechanism in the CEO’s family; already 

feeling worthless, the young girl sensibly avoided anything that 

would put her in an even worse light with her parents. Migraine 

headaches and other physical problems worked well as a way of 

getting some attention from her father, the doctor. Unfortunately, 

these antiquated solutions—and the parallel solutions that each one 

of us carries over from childhood into adulthood—are no longer 

good enough. Rather than fi xing problems, these learned patterns 

now cause them. While in the short run these defenses were quite 

useful, they can have catastrophic results in the long run.

The fi rst component of defense restructuring is recognizing 

defensive behavior and understanding its origin; the next is build-

ing better coping mechanisms. After weighing the costs and ben-

efi ts of using certain defenses, we need to consider our alternatives. 

What would it mean to give up certain defenses, and what would 

we gain by adopting other, more present-focused approaches?

To illustrate, when Carole described an incident where she 

publicly humiliated a subordinate and took no responsibility for 

the consequences, her colleagues in the group asked questions such 



TA K I N G  T H E  R OA D  L E S S  T R AV E L E D 241

as, “Looking back, do you think that this was a constructive way 

of handling the situation?” “Have you found that not thinking 

about the incident makes you feel better, or is it festering anyway?” 

“Do you now think that you should have apologized?” “What do 

you think would have happened if you had apologized?” “How 

else might you have handled the situation?” In the search for 

alternatives to defensive behavior, open-ended questions are essen-

tial, because they allow the person seeking change room to express 

him- or herself.

Affect restructuring. The second aspect of personality change con-

cerns how a person experiences emotions. Anyone interested in 

fundamentally changing has to evaluate the way he or she expresses 

emotions and look for emotional patterns that seem unhealthy. 

People who have little experience expressing emotions interper-

sonally—and there are a lot of them in top management—struggle 

with this step. They can jump-start their evaluation by asking 

questions such as: What kind of emotions do certain situations 

evoke in me? Do certain types of emotional reactions lead to 

confl ict? How do I physically feel when expressing this emotion 

or that?

Once people get a handle on current patterns of emotional 

experience and expression, they can begin to look at alternatives. 

In a group such as “The Challenge of Leadership,” some of those 

alternatives will come from fellow participants, who can draw on 

their own emotional history. Fantasy is also a useful tool: people 

can role-play different ways to respond to confl ict-laden situations 

and see how the alternatives sit with them.

When Carole told her group about her anger, they encouraged 

her to consider whether it had the desired results. Although at fi rst 

she said, “That’s the way I am. I can’t act differently,” she eventu-

ally saw that there were more constructive ways of handling her 

feelings. After refl ecting on the repercussions of her anger on the 

morale of the other people in the company, she realized that it was 
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acceptable to express anger, but only if it was properly channeled 

and respectfully expressed. Greater awareness of the effect of her 

emotional outbursts on others was an important step in her change 

process. Carole also realized the effect that her outbursts had on 

her: she gradually learned that when she got a tense feeling in her 

chest, she was about to burst. With that warning sign, she could 

control her hair-trigger temper by asking the person to whom her 

anger was directed lots of questions.

Self-perception restructuring. The third area of change concerns 

the restructuring of perceptions about the self, especially as the self 

relates to others. As I explained in discussing the concept of Core 

Confl ictual Relationship Themes in Chapter 1, in early childhood 

we develop habitual patterns by which we process information on 

how we expect others to respond to us. These patterns of expec-

tation are likely to be self-confi rming; in other words, they’re 

likely to determine our future interactions with others. The child 

who is treated with empathic respect and understanding is likely 

to grow up into an adult who likes him- or herself, enjoys human 

interaction, and has no diffi culty establishing supportive relation-

ships. In contrast, the mistreated child, growing into adulthood, 

understands relationships in unhelpful ways and acts so as to prove 

people’s negative expectations. Put another way, the way we con-

struct reality tends to create the reality that we confront.

Having a negative sense of how others perceive us and how 

we perceive ourselves can lead to serious interpersonal problems. 

To correct this dysfunctional perception, we have to identify adap-

tive and maladaptive inner representations and fi nd the origins of 

the latter. Then we need to initiate a self-affi rmation process, 

rebuilding our perception of ourselves by allowing ourselves to see 

and acknowledge our strong points [1]; [36]–[37]; [46]; [50]; 

[58]–[61].

Creating a more positive and realistic perception of ourselves 

requires the help of others. These others can help support self-
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effi cacy, encouraging our belief that change is possible. In “The 

Challenge of Leadership,” discussion of adaptive and maladaptive 

self-representations is a natural outgrowth of the “hot seat” pre-

sentation. As group members come to know a particular pre-

senter, their support and caring is an essential boost to self-esteem. 

In the case of Carole, the group suggested to her that in her 

relationship with men she was engaging in a self-fulfi lling proph-

ecy. Because she perceived herself as not being likable—after all, 

she was an unwanted child—she created situations that made her 

unlikable. Her two failed marriages were living proof. She readily 

admitted that while married, she would pick fi ghts with her two 

husbands, testing their attachment to her. When (sure enough!) 

they left her, she felt that she had proved her theory of unlov-

ability. In order to change, Carole fi rst had to recognize that she 

not only perceived herself as unlovable but also tended to make 

herself unlovable. The next step was to trust other people’s 

view—expressed often and with conviction by group members—

that she was a great person when she let her true self shine 

through.

K E E P I N G  O N  T R AC K

As people learn new skills in an effort to bring about change in 

their defenses, feelings, and self-perceptions, they need to keep on 

track by repeatedly asking themselves where they are in regard to 

the interwoven elements of personal change. Questions such as the 

following can keep them from going astray:

•  What habitual defenses do I use to deal with stressful situations? 

Are there certain patterns that I can recognize? What can/should 

be changed about these defenses?

•  How do I experience and express emotions? How could I express 

emotions more appropriately?
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•  How do I perceive myself? Do I feel secure about who I am? 

What do I think others think about me? Do I see myself in a 

one-down position? Am I capable of honest self-appraisal?

As indicated, these questions are diffi cult to answer alone. Only 

with investigative and affi rmative behavior from others can we 

reach valid answers. And only with the help of others can we begin 

to relinquish defenses, express emotions honestly, and perceive self 

and others in ways that accord with reality.

C H A L L E N G E  6 :  C O N S O L I DAT I N G 

T H E  C H A N G E

Once executives in “The Challenge of Leadership” have identifi ed 

problems and practiced alternate approaches to them, they face the 

critical task of maintaining acquired gains. Gradually, over time, 

they need to revise the script of their inner theater, all but rewrit-

ing the entire thing. But that kind of serious inner transformation 

can take place only once a new way of looking at things has been 

internalized.

Internalization is a gradual process by which external interac-

tions between self and others are taken in and replaced by internal 

representations of these interactions. In the leadership workshop, 

telling (and retelling) one’s own story and listening to the stories 

of others—and recognizing similarities among them all—consoli-

dates this process of internalization. Once participants leave the 

group, they have to try to hold on to the insights they acquired 

through the internalization process, even though the group is no 

longer there to provide external reinforcement [62].

After this process of internalization has taken place, do people 

feel changed? Is there a palpable difference? Yes and no. When I 

talk with people at their follow-up session a year after the work-

shop, they often say something like, “I’m basically the same.” And 
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yet they often talk of evidence of change. The following quote 

from a “graduate” illuminates that summary.

I feel about the same, although I’m more certain about what I can 

and can’t do. I have more confi dence in my abilities. I always used 

to feel like an impostor in my management role. It was as if I were 

acting in a role that wasn’t me. Now, though, I enjoy what I’m 

doing. Also, I have a more positive outlook on life. I’m much clearer 

about what my priorities are. My wife tells me that I’ve changed 

too, so I guess something must have happened. I play much more 

with my children; I’m no longer so opinionated; I fi nd it easier to 

open up to others. But have I changed? I really don’t know.

Most participants are able to hold on to the gains they’ve made, 

although many mention that some erosion occurs over time. Inter-

estingly enough, with greater clarity about the issues they need 

to deal with, a signifi cant number of them decide to see a coach, 

counselor, or therapist on a regular or intermittent basis after 

the workshop, to keep them on target. They’ve learned to enjoy 

having sparring partners who don’t tiptoe around them.

Many successful participants speak of improved quality of life, 

as assessed in terms of an increase in self-esteem and adaptive 

functioning, a decrease in anxiety, and a rebirth of the ability to 

play. They note that better feelings about who they are allow for 

a broader vision of their relationships with others and facilitate 

different and better ways of responding. They reveal, in behavior 

if not words, that the automatic defense mechanisms with which 

they used to cope (albeit ineffectively) with life have been replaced 

by the awareness of choice.

M A K I N G  T H E  B E S T  O F  A  P O O R  H A N D 

O F  C A R D S

The aim of most forms of personal growth and development is the 

achievement of self-direction and autonomy. Paradoxically, total 
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autonomy leads to chaos; total control leads to suffocation. Wisdom 

can’t be taught. On the contrary, as I’ve tried to demonstrate in 

this discussion, the acquisition of wisdom is an experiential journey. 

That journey brings us to the realization that we can’t have it both 

ways: we can’t be both impulsive and conformist. The challenge 

we face is to feel free in a gentle harness, to subordinate our 

impulsive strivings to controls from the outside until our personal 

responses unfold into self-control. From the start our goal is to 

create a wider area of choice. That’s what mental health is all 

about.

The journey taken in INSEAD’s leadership workshop is to 

educate for optimal personal freedom while taking into account 

the demands of reality and society. The challenge for all of us, as 

individuals, is to modify our inner script. We have to make it our 

script, not a script written by others. We have to own our own 

lives, recognizing and taking responsibility for our own our 

impulses and actions.

In the leadership workshop, the executives participating learn 

that in order to develop a strong sense of what they’re all about 

they have to trust their feelings. They also have to trust others. 

This trust, of both self and others, fuels self-disclosure and learn-

ing. The trusted others that participants come to know in the 

workshop become their guides on their inner journey. Helped by 

those guides, participants gain a better perspective on their past, 

their present, their future, their wishes and desires. They discover 

new patterns of behavior more suited to present-day reality than 

their self-defeating patterns of behavior and thought were, gaining 

perspective on these patterns by seeing their feelings and behaviors 

in context. As a result of these changes, they develop a more fl ex-

ible, self-directive, and mature way of dealing with others.

One of the lessons I’ve learned from listening to senior execu-

tives over the years is that all outward success, if it’s to be truly 

appreciated, must be matched by inward success. If we’re to attain 

that inner success, we need faith and confi dence in our own 
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powers. We have to realize that living a full life isn’t the result of 

having been dealt a lucky hand of cards. On the contrary, a full 

life grows out of our ability to make the best of even a very poor 

hand.

The recipe for living life to the fullest—if such a recipe exists—

is to laugh heartily and often, play with abandon, appreciate beau-

tiful things, build and maintain deep friendships, take pleasure in 

family, and enjoy the task at hand. It’s the journey of life that 

counts, not the destination. How we cope with the obstacles that 

we inevitably encounter on that journey determines the richness 

of our life. Participants in “The Challenge of Leadership” learn, 

through their extensive self-exploration, a lesson that can help all 

of us: most of our obstacles are self-made. If we want to, we can 

remove or restructure them. We can learn from experience.
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All of us, at certain moments of our lives, need to take advice and 

to receive help from other people.

—Alexis Carrel

It was a high counsel that I once heard given to a young person, 

“Always do what you are afraid to do.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Hell is other people.

—Jean-Paul Sartre

The quieter you become, the more you can hear.

—Zen proverb

Zen monks are given a “koan”—an apparently impossible puzzle—

to contemplate. One monk went to a Zen master for coaching and 

was asked to explain the sound of one hand clapping. The Zen 

monk concentrated upon what the sound of one hand clapping 
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could be. But as much as he tried, he couldn’t fi nd the solution. 

At one point the Zen master told him, “You are not working hard 

enough. You are too attached to food, wealth, and worldly things. 

It would be better if you died. That would solve the problem.”

The next time the monk appeared before the Zen master he 

was again asked what he knew about the sound of one hand clap-

ping. As a response to the question, the monk fell over as if he 

were dead. “You are dead all right,” observed the Zen master, 

“But how about that sound?” The monk responded, “I haven’t 

solved that koan yet.” The Zen master looked at him and said, 

“Dead men do not talk. Go away!” It was only then, that the 

monk realized the sound of one hand.

As I noted previously, Zen has as its fundamental purpose the 

awakening of the mind on its path toward spiritual enlightenment. 

Zen teachers are concerned with self-help and helping others, with 

wisdom and compassion. That outlook makes them the forerunners 

of leadership coaches. Like Zen teachers, leadership coaches provide 

learning opportunities by giving their clients—usually executives 

needing professional assistance with particular aspects of their job 

performance—constructive and balanced feedback. They serve as 

sparring partners, helping their clients refl ect on and, where neces-

sary, change their behavior. As a way of clarifying and enhancing 

consciousness, leadership coaching has become the Zen of execu-

tives. In recent years the coaching market has ballooned into a 

multi-billion-dollar enterprise. Originally as the purview of one-

person shops, leadership coaching has become a major activity for 

many large consulting fi rms.

Why this growing interest in leadership coaching? Why does 

every self-respecting executive now demand a leadership coach? 

There are various reasons:

•  The pace of change in our world today is frenetic. Business 

strategies that were effective fi ve years ago aren’t necessar-

ily valid today. Competencies that were effective in the past 

may now be outdated. There’s great pressure on executives 
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to transform their way of thinking to accommodate present-

day realities so as to improve bottom-line results. Motivated 

by this pressure, achievement-oriented executives are eager 

for opportunities for learning and renewal.

•  Coaching and commitment cultures have replaced the command, 

control, and compartmentalization orientations of the past. Flatter 

organizations, networking structures, boundaryless organiza-

tions, and virtual organizations put much higher demands on the 

emotional intelligence and interpersonal skills of executives.

•  Organizational leaders have come to realize that talent and human 

capital are what differentiates mediocre from high-performing 

organizations. Under the traditional psychological contract between 

employer and employee, people knew that good work would 

be rewarded with lifetime employment and fi nancial security. 

That contract has been shattered through endless downsizing and 

reengineering, so new ways have to be found to retain and inspire 

talented people. The war for talent is a never-ending reality, and 

new weapons—such as leadership coaching—are welcome.

•  People are being promoted to senior executive positions at an 

ever-younger age. Being at the top of the heap often engenders 

enormous feelings of insecurity and loneliness. For executives, 

the claim of having “nobody to talk to” isn’t just an empty state-

ment. The higher someone is in the organization, the more 

diffi cult it is to talk to others about personal issues and concerns. 

New ways need to be found to help reinvent and revitalize 

highly stressed executives and prevent looming burnout.

•  Top executives’ legal and corporate governance responsibilities 

are increasing daily, as regulations multiply and litigiousness 

abounds. That means more stress and a need for new strategies 

to deal with it.

No wonder coaching has become one of the most powerful strategic 

and tactical weapons in the executive repertoire: it has the potential 

to establish, fi ne-tune, or rebuild the many and varied competencies 

executives need to remain effective in the workplace.
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W H O  A R E  T H E  C L I E N T S?

Leadership coaching is a highly effective way to get additional per-

formance out of senior people. In most leadership coaching situa-

tions, the objective is to help successful people become even better. 

Effective coaches go to great lengths to emphasize and develop the 

unique potential of the people they work with, thereby maximizing 

their performance. They question and challenge their clients in 

order to help them modify their behavior. They encourage their 

clients to be more open to change. They help their clients gain con-

fi dence and validation. They foster entrepreneurship, team behavior, 

accountability, and commitment. They help their clients become 

more responsible corporate citizens. Given these strengths, it’s not 

surprising that leadership coaching improves the bottom line.

Though coaching has always been an asset, the image of coach-

ing has changed. Having an executive coach used to be a profes-

sional embarrassment—an indication that something was wrong 

with the executive—but now the coach is a highly coveted status 

symbol. Every self-respecting executive wants to have a suitable 

leadership coach. Receiving coaching has become one of the indi-

cators that top management thinks a person is worth investing in, 

is worth putting on the fast track. Because the basic intent of most 

coaching is to make highly effective people even more effective, 

not to help weak executives get out of a hole, it no longer carries 

any stigma. (“Last chance” coaching does happen occasionally, but 

it tends not to be very effective, largely because it’s usually recom-

mended by a confl ict-avoidant senior executive attempting to 

avoid dealing personally with a struggling subordinate.) With its 

new and well-deserved cachet, coaching is now perceived as an 

excellent strategy to help individuals, teams, and organizations 

become more productive. Although leadership coaching can be 

useful at all levels of the organization, it’s particularly benefi cial 

for high performers at senior levels of the organization, where 

maximum leverage can be achieved [1]–[8].
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As noted above, the image of leadership coaching has changed 

dramatically. In the past, senior executives were reluctant to 

acknowledge the need for outside assistance in polishing their 

rough edges. Bringing a leadership coach into play confl icted with 

cherished self-images of self-suffi ciency, autonomy, and indepen-

dence. I listed earlier some of the reasons that people’s perceptions 

of coaching have changed. The roles that leadership coaches fi ll 

are as many and as varied as those earlier reasons. Leadership 

coaches are used, for example, to help create more effective teams, 

to assist key players in organizations as they set priorities, and to 

help executives balance work/private life concerns. While an 

executive may still become (or feel like) a laughing stock if people 

learn that he or she is visiting a psychoanalyst, psychiatrist, or 

psychotherapist, visiting a coach has become highly fashionable. 

In fact, coaching is today’s most acceptable way of doing 

psychotherapy.

As the perceptions of coaching have changed, so has the nature 

of coaching itself. Originally coaching was directed toward execu-

tives who showed great promise but had one area (or even a few 

areas) in their behavior that hampered their career advancement. 

Such people were told that their “fatal fl aw”—perhaps abrasive 

behavior, confl ict avoidance, a lack of follow-up, or a tendency 

toward micro-management—could sidetrack their career progres-

sion. The message given to such clients was quite clear: if they 

didn’t shape up, there would be serious consequences. Often that 

“fatal fl aw” was a trait that showed up when someone with techni-

cal expertise was promoted into management. A common problem 

indeed! Who among us hasn’t encountered technical and fi nancial 

wizards who rose rapidly in their careers, only to hit the corporate 

ceiling due to a lack of emotional intelligence? Who among us 

hasn’t dealt with executives who had diffi culty progressing beyond 

the technical expertise of their job? The skills that served those 

men and women well in the early stages of their career are typically 

not the right skills at the summit of the organization. Coaching, 
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in its early days, was intended to put the career of such leaders back 

on track by bringing their emotional quotient—that is, their 

ability to handle interpersonal relationships, teambuilding, and 

change management—into balance with their technical 

expertise.

Although such “fatal fl aw” clients are still around, leadership 

coaches now have as their main clients another group of execu-

tives: individuals who are quite effective in their roles but believe 

that there are ways to improve their leadership skills. These 

achievement-oriented people seek help not because they’ve been 

given an ultimatum but because they want to be and do their 

absolute best, and they’re willing to work hard to achieve that 

goal. They recognize their weaknesses but don’t know what to 

do about them. In addition, they may be looking for someone 

outside their organization’s political system to help them brain-

storm critical decisions. Through a refl ective interchange with a 

leadership coach, they hope to improve their decision-making, 

acquire greater ownership of any problems that are unearthed, 

and maximize their potential. In short, they hope that leadership 

coaching will help them achieve an even more outstanding 

performance.

W H AT  I S  L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G?

So what is coaching? Though defi nitions vary, I view coaching as a 

one-on-one or group service to executives designed to create more 

effective, healthier organizations. This defi nition assumes that when 

executives (especially senior executives) improve their performance, 

such benefi ts spread throughout the organization. This contagion 

happens in part because exposing senior executives to successful 

coaching contributes to a coaching culture in the organization. As 

people responsive to coaching apply their newfound skills to other 
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people in the organization, improved interaction cascades down the 

organization. Thus coaching can also be viewed as passing on a set 

of skills used by executives in the organization on a day-to-day basis 

that enhance the performance of their people [9]–[10].

As the above discussion suggests, the focus of coaching can be 

quite broad. Leadership coaching concerns itself not only with the 

individual but also with the team and the overall organizational 

performance. I have found leadership coaching to be especially 

helpful in transitional situations, such as when someone is pro-

moted to the position of CEO or becomes a member of the execu-

tive board. Coaches can be very effective at helping people work 

through such transitions. Working as a third party, they become 

closely involved with executives and their organization to manage 

for better results. They serve as “insultants,” challenging execu-

tives’ preconceived notions about how to become more effective. 

Committed listeners, they play the role of the “wise fool.”

To see what coaching is, fi rst rule out what it isn’t. It isn’t mere 

technical guidance, though coaches have strong technical exper-

tise. It isn’t career counseling, though coaches can often help a 

client fi nd the right job. Nor is it consulting, though there are 

quite a few similarities (and at times the boundaries between 

coaching and consulting are vague). While consultants typically 

play the role of the specialist, having the answer to any question, 

coaches prefer to ask questions. They don’t pretend to have all the 

answers; instead, they help people think, encouraging clients to 

come up with their own ideas and answers [11]–[12].

Likewise, coaching isn’t mentoring [13]–[14]. An executive 

coach is typically someone from outside the organization who is 

hired to improve the performance of an executive (or his or her 

team), while a mentor fulfi lls a similar function from within the 

organization, offering a form of watered-down in-house coaching. 

Many large companies have mentoring schemes whereby each 

junior executive who wants to move up in the organization is 

assigned or asked to select a mentor—a senior person who provides 
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professional and organizational know-how, career support, and 

assistance if a junior executive runs afoul of the political system of 

the organization. While such sponsorship by a senior executive 

can have a career-enhancing effect, the neutrality of the mentor 

is threatened when his or her interests confl ict with those of the 

junior executive. Coaches, on the other hand, are more assuredly 

neutral. Unaffected by the reality of the company culture, they’re 

able to raise issues that mentors are reluctant to bring up—the so-

called undiscussables. Furthermore, coaches often have broader 

work experience than the typical mentor, and they’re specifi cally 

trained in such matters as how to give constructive feedback.

And fi nally, leadership coaching isn’t training. By defi nition, 

a simple training perspective is far removed from any form of 

refl ection and introspection. Most trainers don’t have the psycho-

logical expertise to recognize the often deeply rooted nature of 

specifi c problems. For example, someone who hasn’t been exposed 

to the basics of psychotherapy would most likely not recognize the 

presence of a mental disorder if one lay at the bottom of a com-

plaint about leadership style. Furthermore, a trainer without a 

clinical background would probably not recognize transference 

reactions when they occurred (as they inevitably would) between 

executive and colleagues and between executive and trainer. And 

yet to ignore such reactions, or to abuse them—for example, by 

putting the client in an inappropriate dependency situation—could 

be outright dangerous for both client and organization. Further-

more, a failure to understand transferential issues could lead the 

trainer to overstep the boundaries of the coaching relationship or 

to engage in unethical behavior.

S H O R T-T E R M  P SYC H OT H E R A P Y  V E R S U S 

L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G

Although, as noted earlier, there’s still a stigma attached to psy-

chotherapy in the business world, some executives choose that 



C OAC H  O R  C O U C H ,  A N Y B O DY ? 259

route. There’s considerable overlap between leadership coaching 

and short-term psychotherapy, but there are signifi cant differences 

as well. Both the differences and the similarities warrant mention 

here.

Though psychotherapy was unregulated in its earlier years, the 

fi eld is now subject to much regulation. It’s no longer a simple 

matter of putting up a shingle and calling oneself a psychotherapist. 

In contrast, the coaching fi eld, still in its infancy, remains relatively 

unregulated and fragmented. At the moment, just about anybody 

can call him- or herself a coach. As the fi eld is maturing, however, 

certifi cation systems are being put into place [15]–[16].

The most effective leadership coaches draw heavily on psycho-

therapeutic frameworks and skills. After all, both leadership coach-

ing and psychotherapy deal with behavior, emotion, and cognition. 

Depending on the psychological background and orientation of the 

coach, leadership coaching can take on many different forms, some 

of which look very much like short-term psychotherapy. Many 

coaches go beyond mere confrontation (helping the client recognize 

that there’s a problem) to clarifi cation (helping the client gain a 

new understanding of the problem) to interpretation (mutually 

examining unconscious confl icts and wishes) to insight and working 

through (whereby the client acquires an increased capacity for 

self-understanding. In leadership coaching, as in psychotherapy, 

there may be a discussion (depending on how deep the leadership 

coach and the client are willing to go) of blind spots, defensive 

reactions, distorted thinking, and irrational thoughts. Not surpris-

ingly, then, there are—or can be—rather fuzzy boundaries between 

short-term psychotherapy and leadership coaching. Regardless of 

the depth to which the leadership coach is willing to go, he or she 

must be able to recognize danger signs that can derail the coaching 

process and know how to respond to them promptly [17].

Generally speaking, though, leadership coaches have a broader 

perspective than do psychotherapists. Most psychotherapists have 

not supplemented their clinical experience with the training nec-

essary to diagnose problems of executive leadership, dysfunctional 
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team behavior, social defenses, corporate culture, neurotic organ-

izations, and faulty organizational decision-making. Effective 

leadership coaches, on the other hand, are expected to know not 

only the essentials of psychotherapy, but also the requirements of 

organizational management. A deep understanding of the specifi c 

organizational context, and of organizations in general, is crucial 

to helping coached clients [18]–[22]. Because the organ izational 

context is so important, leadership coaches take a holistic, not a 

reductionist, approach to framing problems; they favor a systemic 

over a piecemeal approach. For example, while in most forms 

of therapy, information is principally taken from the client, 

leadership coaches gather information not only from the 

client but also from other people who have dealings with the 

client.

Furthermore, psychotherapy—particularly its more psycho-

dynamic orientations—tends to be past, present, and future ori-

ented, while most leadership coaching has a present and future 

orientation, despite its attention to transference [23]–[25]. (Psy-

chodynamically informed therapies emphasize the importance of 

early development, unconscious aspects of behavior, the thera-

peutic relationship between therapist and client, defensive reac-

tions, and the presence of repetitive behavior.) As a result, in 

leadership coaching we fi nd a more active goal-and-action ori-

entation, while in psychotherapy the interaction is more passive 

and refl ective. Finally, in leadership coaching the focus is on 

personal growth and skill development, while in therapy the 

question of symptom reduction and character problems is the 

primary area of interest.

In the case of psychotherapy, help to the client stands central, 

and there’s no confusion about who the client is. In the case of 

leadership coaching, on the other hand, the identity of the client 

isn’t as self-evident. When successful, leadership coaching helps 

both client and organization. Well, then, is the client the person 

the leadership coach works with, or is it the executive in the 
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human resources department who organized the coach’s interven-

tion? Alternatively, is it the CEO? Or is it perhaps even an abstract 

“ideal,” such as contributing to the good of the organization? 

These are important questions, because the answers have serious 

ramifi cations. For example, while in the case of psychotherapy 

confi dentiality is absolute, that rule doesn’t always apply to leader-

ship coaching, given the potential confusion about who the leader-

ship coach is working for. (In spite of this confusion, it’s advisable 

for leadership coaches to be, like psychotherapists, quite rigorous 

about client confi dentiality.)

The setting is much more fl exible in leadership coaching than 

in psychotherapy. While leadership coaching can take place in 

many different environments—face-to-face meetings, e-mail 

exchanges, telephone conversations, or group meetings—psycho-

therapeutic boundaries in most instances restrict interactions to the 

therapist’s offi ce. The duration is likewise defi ned in therapy, 

which usually takes the form of regular 45- to 50-minute sessions. 

Leadership coaching sessions, on the other hand, are often as long 

as two or even more hours. Interpersonal boundaries differ as well: 

while therapists generally avoid having a social relationship with 

a patient, not wanting to “contaminate” future sessions, coaches 

may interact with a client at various company events outside of 

coaching sessions. These occasions give leadership coaches a great 

opportunity to observe the client from another perspective.

The overlap between short-term psychotherapy and leadership 

coaching highlights the depth of expertise that’s needed to bring 

success in many executives’ change efforts. What starts as a simple 

leadership coaching job targeting a few desired changes in specifi c 

cognitive skills may quickly turn into something far more com-

plicated. In fact, it’s common that the issues executives present 

require more than simple, surface interventions [17]. People tend 

to hope for easy, quick-fi x answers, but few psychological problems 

invite that sort of response. On the bright side, though, the array 

of problems that respond well to careful, thoughtful leadership 
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coaching, in conjunction with committed work on the part of the 

client, is vast.

T H E  C OAC H I N G  PA R A D E

What are the various forms of coaching? What kinds of distinctions 

can be made between them? First, there are both external and 

internal coaches, each having advantages and disadvantages [26]. 

Although an outside coach may not have the kind of intimate 

knowledge of the business that an inside coach has, he or she offers 

a greater assurance of confi dentiality. Typically, clients fi nd it much 

easier to open up to external than to internal coaches. If the internal 

coach is also a member of the human resources group, confi dential-

ity is especially iffy, given that sensitive information may be for-

warded to top management. With external coaches, clients have less 

reason to be concerned about the potential spread of confi dential 

information. Furthermore, external coaches tend to be more objec-

tive, less likely to judge the client. In general, they have a broader 

range of business experience and are more prepared to discuss issues 

that are otherwise undiscussable in the organization.

We should also distinguish between one-on-one coaching—

the most prevalent form—and group coaching [27]–[28]. One-

on-one coaching can take a variety of forms. In shadow coaching, a 

one-on-one variant, the coach follows the client when engaged at 

work and gives him or her feedback about what’s observed. In 

assimilation coaching, the coach helps the client adjust to a new job. 

In career-transition coaching, the coach helps the client explore new 

career possibilities, redefi ning direction and assessing strengths, 

weaknesses, and personal values. In life coaching, the most general 

form of one-on-one intervention, the coach doesn’t limit him- or 

herself to the work part of the client’s life but also pays close atten-

tion to personal dimensions, blurring the distinction between 

psychotherapy and coaching.
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Another way of differentiating coaching is by looking at the 

degree of psychological depth attempted by the coach. Leadership 

coaches more comfortable with staying on the surface focus on 

coaching that contributes to very specifi c cognitive-, task-, and 

skill-oriented learning. This so-called competency coaching encom-

passes simple how-to techniques and skill development. This type 

of coaching most closely resembles the work of sports trainers. 

Coaches trained to work at a somewhat deeper level do what’s 

referred to as performance coaching, where the goal is to transform 

the business by transforming the person. These coaches help the 

client attain a determined set of stretch goals. Coaches who exca-

vate farther still, working at the deepest level, encourage experi-

ential, refl ective learning through their developmental coaching. They 

help the client improve his or her emotional intelligence and strive 

for a more effective leadership style. The emphasis is on creating 

a personalized plan to help the client fi nd answers to existential 

dilemmas. In this case coaching really involves the whole person. 

The deeper coaches go into the iceberg of the mind, penetrating 

elusive (even unconscious) processes, the blurrier become the 

boundaries between coaching and psychotherapy. This differentia-

tion by depth illustrates a major problem with much leadership 

coaching: coaches may have an idea how to start the process but 

not know where their efforts will lead them. Those who are pre-

pared for (and have adequate training regarding) the obstacles to 

be found on the way have a distinct advantage.

T H E  F U N DA M E N TA L S  O F  C OAC H I N G : 

W H Y  A N D  H O W

Why Hire a Coach?

There are various reasons why people or organizations ask for 

executive coaching, as suggested earlier. Generally, people hire 
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coaches to help them do one (or several) of the following 

things:

• become better at handling diffi cult relationships

• engage in more effective career management

• expedite goal- and priority-setting

• develop a more effective leadership style

• speed up personal development

•  improve self-understanding of motivation in order to facilitate 

decision-making

• hone teamwork skills

• learn confl ict-management skills

• manage superiors effectively

•  strengthen personal self-confi dence, assertiveness, and/or 

well-being

•  make systemic gains, such as greater employee retention, 

enhanced customer satisfaction, and better overall results for the 

organization

How to Get Started: Contracting for Success

Whatever the specifi c agenda may be, it’s important (for both 

coach and client) that a realistic coaching plan be put into place. 

Such a plan demands that the client articulate what needs changing 

and conceive a design for that change, a process that allows the 

coach to assess whether the client is truly committed to take on 

tough goals. It’s important that the client include in that plan a 

number of small wins that mark progress toward the end goals. A 

timeframe for completion of the goals is also essential.

In such a plan—a contract, if you will—expectations need to 

be clarifi ed by both parties, and ground rules need to be set. As 

in many other types of contracts, specifi c reference points are 

required, to provide clear markers in terms of both parties’ mutual 
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responsibilities. Success factors for the executive’s current and 

future roles need to be established as well. These success criteria 

need to be conceptualized in such a way that they can be measured, 

so that both parties will know when they are (or are not) met.

Sometimes additional opinions are helpful. Having the client 

ask close associates (e.g., colleagues, subordinates, superiors, family 

members, and/or friends) how they think he or she is doing in 

regard to the success criteria facilitates the change process (and the 

meeting of goals). Such people are often more tuned in to changes 

in behavior than the actual client. In addition, their input makes 

them a key part of the coaching process and gives them a stake in 

the desired changes. That stake will encourage them to nudge the 

client toward the desired changes.

Among the ground rules that need to be established are such 

details as the scheduling of appointments, the handling of cancel-

lations, and the amount of time that coach and client will spend 

together. The coaching contract should also include specifi c infor-

mation about who the client is (the executive or the organization, 

a distinction that impacts confi dentiality, as we saw earlier) and 

what the fi nancial terms are. Finally, and perhaps most important, 

the contract should clarify confi dentiality boundaries. Although 

coaches always need to keep the welfare of the organization in 

mind, their fi rst priority, if they hope to facilitate meaningful 

change, is to respect the confi dentiality of the client. Making 

arrangements about confi dentiality up front reassures the client and 

lets the organization know the limits of its intrusion. If any of 

these conditions remain unresolved in the coaching contract, sub-

sequent problems are all but guaranteed.

W H AT  M A K E S  F O R  C OAC H I N G  S U C C E S S?

The main precondition for effective coaching is a relationship of 

mutual trust and respect between coach and client. Trust and 
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respect are the foundation of what psychologists call the working 

alliance. Research has shown that, as in the case of therapy, the 

most important factor in making coaching successful is the quality 

of the coach-client working alliance [29].

Certain psychological factors are also essential in clients if 

leadership coaching is to succeed. These are similar to those needed 

for INSEAD’s “The Challenge of Leadership” seminar for senior 

executives (see Chapters 8 and 9). Clients must have a capacity for 

self-refl ection, along with curiosity about the way their actions are 

perceived and about what motivates the actions of others. A degree 

of psychological-mindedness—that is, the ability to look beneath 

the surface of words and actions to underlying motives and emo-

tions—is also helpful, as are empathy, an appreciation for people’s 

differences, interpersonal connectedness, emotional intelligence, 

and the ability to deal well with frustration.

Motivation is another key factor. Is the client ready to listen? 

Is the client really open to change? Is the client prepared to make 

changes to his or her life and schedule? Leadership coaches are 

often asked to work with clients who don’t realize the serious-

ness of their problems and have no interest in changing. The 

lack of insight that such clients manifest often comes across as 

arrogance: obstinately denying that any help is needed, they 

offer a logical rebuttal to any suggestion of change, an indicator 

of the strength of their resistances. To such people, disturbing 

the status quo is just too threatening. As a result, they’re often 

unwilling to do the “assignments.” In another group of clients, 

motivation exists but is no longer linked to reality. These clients 

have completely unrealistic expectations about their capabilities. 

Having risen to their level of incompetence, they simply can’t 

rise any farther, despite their lofty expectations and their coach’s 

hearty efforts.

Another problem population, when it comes to leadership 

coaching, is people who are too defensive to deal with challenging 

feedback. For coaching to progress, clients need to be willing to 
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open up and talk honestly about themselves [25]; [30]–[32]. 

Working with extremely rigid people—that is, people unwilling 

to try anything new or frightening—is also diffi cult. In order to 

be responsive to coaching, people need to be willing to subject 

themselves to demanding interventions, accept the consequences 

for their actions, and be willing to take risks and experiment with 

new ways of doing things.

Likewise, leadership coaching rarely goes well with clients 

who have complex psychological problems. This group includes 

people with serious sociopathic tendencies; people who engage in 

so-called ethical trespassing; people who have psychotic or bor-

derline reactions, including severe depression or mood swings; 

people who suffer from pervasive feelings of emptiness, meaning-

lessness, and boredom; people who act out via self-harming be-

haviors, including alcohol and drug abuse; people who have a low 

level of frustration tolerance; people who depend excessively on 

primitive defenses (such as splitting, denial, and projection); people 

who have diffi culty with reality-testing; and people who suffer 

from identity diffusion and confusion and have a strong need to 

merge with others. Generally, all such people are far too needy to 

benefi t from a leadership coaching relationship.

It must be said, however, that stagnation in leadership coaching 

isn’t always the client’s fault. The problem can also lie on the coach’s 

side. For example, the client may have a kind of personality 

for which the coach has very limited empathy, meaning that the 

coach has too many negative reactions to facilitate progress 

effectively. Similarly, the coach may feel a lack of interpersonal 

connectedness—perhaps as a result of a cultural or social barrier 

between client and coach. Generally, when interpersonal chemistry 

is missing, the coach shouldn’t take on the coaching assignment.

Some leadership coaches diminish their own effectiveness by 

being too opinionated. Unwilling to set aside their knowledge and 

perspective, they fail to truly listen to the client and thus cannot 

connect. Paradoxically, the coach must be prepared not to know 
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everything that’s going on. Acceptance of the fact that not knowing 

is an essential part of the process is crucial, because it liberates the 

coach from the need for omnipotent control. Once freed of this 

need, the coach will be more authentic and empathic in engaging 

with the client.

Other leadership coaches sabotage the coaching effort by 

ignoring the client’s resistance. Effective change can’t happen 

unless the coach resists the resistance. He or she has to acknowl-

edge and address negative feelings immediately. Ignoring resis-

tance, hoping that it will just go away, will almost certainly 

derail the coaching process. Thus any form of resistance, no 

matter how minor, needs to be brought out into the open and 

explored.

Sometimes coaches let a client down despite their best inten-

tions. If the problems facing the client don’t really fall within a 

coach’s expertise or interest, the intervention technique chosen by 

the coach may be inadequate. As the saying goes, if you don’t know 

where you’re going, you may end up somewhere else! Likewise, 

coaches have little chance of success if the organization isn’t behind 

them. Sometimes a company recommends coaching despite having 

already given up on the person to be coached, wanting the person-

nel record to show that all avenues have been tried. Taking on the 

client under such conditions is futile.

Even organizations that aren’t deliberately deceptive can say 

they support coaching but fail to do so. For example, in organiza-

tions with a blaming culture—organizations characterized by mis-

trust and fear (i.e., organizations where scapegoating is the norm 

and the making of mistakes isn’t tolerated)—effective coaching 

will inevitably be stymied. The same is true of organizations inter-

ested primarily in short-term results (where investments in people, 

such as through coaching, are an uphill struggle) and organizations 

that see people as disposable assets. In these toxic, neurotic organ-

izational environments, coaches need to be careful not to be drawn 
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into collusive relationships. They may be asked (explicitly or subtly) 

by top management to focus on helping their client conform to 

patterns of behavior acceptable to the fi rm, even when that runs 

contrary to the personal growth of the client. Coaches working in 

such an environment may, if they resist the pull of collusive rela-

tionships, fi nd themselves in the awkward situation of recom-

mending to the client that he or she quit the dysfunctional 

organization—despite the fact that the organization is paying for 

the coaching.

So how can one tell whether leadership coaching is progressing 

well or has succumbed to one of these many impediments? One 

primary indication that the coaching process is not going as planned 

is a lack of progress (or worse, regress) toward the goals set by the 

client in the coaching agreement. Another indication is dissatisfac-

tion on the part of the signifi cant others who were co-opted to 

take part in the change process. Another ominous sign is a stale-

mate during the sessions, with coach and client going through the 

motions but not accomplishing much. It’s time to take serious 

notice when the client starts to discard the terms of the coaching 

agreement by missing sessions, not doing “homework” assign-

ments, or not paying the bills. Finally, an even more dramatic 

indicator is deterioration in the client’s psychological or physical 

health.

T H E  V I C I S S I T U D E S  O F 

L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G

To temper all the hype about leadership coaching these days, I’d 

like to end this discussion by presenting a number of concerns. 

Given the earlier discussion, it won’t be surprising that my fi rst 

concern is the proper training of coaches. Companies looking to 

hire a coach need to be selective, assessing carefully the training 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H270

and experience all the candidates possess. As I’ve suggested, if a 

coach doesn’t truly appreciate the problems of the client or the 

business, that miscalculation can prove to be extremely costly for 

individual and organization alike. Self-styled leadership “coaches” 

may have good intentions, but real leadership coaching is built on 

a solid base of psychological understanding and practice. Effective 

leadership coaches are acutely attuned to the unconscious life of 

organizations, realizing that there’s more to human behavior that 

meets the eye.

A related concern—and a troubling one, given human nature—

is that leadership coaches don’t always know their limits. Leader-

ship coaches need to realistically appraise their expertise and 

acknowledge which kinds of clients they can work with and which 

they can’t. Leadership coaches who are “hungry” (in a fi nancial 

sense) are the worst candidates. Wise leadership coaches know 

what to take on and what to refuse, and they follow the credo, Do 

what’s best for the client. Furthermore, any leadership coach, even 

one with a great deal of experience, would do well to have regular 

supervision and/or an independent colleague to discuss clients 

with, so that an experienced “other” can give his or her opinion 

on diffi cult interventions.

Another concern I have—this one multi-pronged—relates to 

the ethical code of conduct for leadership coaches. First, as noted 

earlier, it isn’t always clear whether the client is the person being 

coached or someone else in the organization—perhaps someone 

higher up the management ladder or someone in the human 

resources department. The hazy, potentially dual role that many 

leadership coaches play has the potential to create serious problems. 

The person being coached may fear that sensitive information will 

get back to top management—a realistic fear, since that’s often 

what happens. Leadership coaches need to be clear up front, with 

both the person coached and anyone else they have dealings with, 

about how the information they receive during sessions will be 

used.
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The issue of confi dentiality extends beyond private personal 

data to sensitive organizational information regarding issues such 

as possible acquisitions or mergers, proprietary information about 

share price, and illegal activities. Organizations that use external 

leadership coaches should set confi dentiality guidelines up front to 

ensure the client’s (and organization’s) privacy. Using that written 

agreement about how information will be shared, the leadership 

coach can then balance the need for privacy with a focus on 

improved corporate results.

Another troubling ethical issue is the question of consent. 

Sometimes clients participate in leadership coaching not because 

they believe in its value but because senior people in the organiz-

ation have recommended it for career advancement. Declining 

such a “gift” (a word meaning poison in Dutch and German) isn’t 

an option for anyone who wants to be promoted within the 

organization. But talk about questionable motivation! It’s like the 

convict who enters therapy because a judge mandated it as one 

of the conditions of a reduced sentence. I’ve learned from hard 

experience that such scenarios don’t augur well. Leadership 

coaches who fi nd themselves working with clients who are under 

duress must exercise great vigilance in dealing quickly with 

resistances.

There are ethical issues around the question of money as well. 

If the organization fi nances leadership coaching, it should provide 

clear guidelines about the ways leadership coaches are going to be 

used, and for how long. Because clients who respond well to leader-

ship coaching begin to grow and develop personally, they often 

want to extend the work beyond what was originally planned for. 

They may, for example, want what was intended to be a 

performance-improvement intervention to blossom into some-

thing of a very different nature. As with the work of the sorcerer’s 

apprentice, the process can easily run out of control, becoming 

very expensive. Of course, it’s another matter altogether if the 

leadership coaching is fi nanced privately by the client.
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Despite these concerns, I’m very optimistic about leadership 

coaching as a personal and organization change tool. Coaching, at 

its best, is about helping people discover, believe in, and act upon 

what they already know. It’s about looking for the possibilities in 

others, rather than the limits. To quote Mark Twain, “Keep away 

from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people 

always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, 

can become great.” It’s been said that inside every successful busi-

nessperson is an even more ambitious worker trying to get out. 

Leadership coaching merely helps open the door. And it keeps the 

door from slamming shut again after something goes wrong, 

emphasizing that mistakes are learning opportunities, not disasters. 

The worst thing people can do is become paralyzed by their mis-

takes. If that happens, they drift into a life of suspended animation, 

refusing to make choices because of the fear of a repeat.

Leadership coaches have to ask themselves all the time, What’s 

possible? They must help the people they work with stretch their 

imagination beyond the confi nes of the familiar. As the writer 

C. S. Lewis once said, “The task of the modern educator is not to 

cut down jungles but to irrigate deserts.” People should never 

allow what they can’t do to interfere what they can—or could—

do. Someone who lacks confi dence will always fi nd something to 

trip over. On the other hand, leadership coaches must be solidly 

attached to reality. They should never try to teach a dog how to 

sing, an endeavor that wastes a lot of time and annoys the dog.

In a nutshell, what leadership coaches offer their clients is 

independence. True independence means being free from the 

domination of one’s unconscious needs and desires and being 

courageous enough to choose one’s own destiny. In this world of 

rules and regulations, the only discipline that lasts is self-discipline! 

And the only people who can create the kind of connectivity that 

characterizes the successful modern organization are those who are 

independent enough to value interdependence.
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Individual commitment to a group effort, that is what makes a team 

work, a company work, a society work, a civilization work.

—Vince Lombardi

Never doubt that a small group of committed citizens can change 

the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

—Margaret Mead

If everyone is thinking alike then somebody isn’t thinking.

—George Patton

Water which is too pure has no fi sh.

—Zen proverb

We’ve always known that the pressure that groups can exert in 

creating behavior change can be formidable. And Zen masters have 

always been well aware of the effi cacy of those pressures, as the 

following story illustrates.
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When a famous Zen master held his regular weeks of medita-

tion, pupils from all over Japan came to attend. During one of 

these gatherings, one of the pupils was caught stealing. The matter 

was reported to the Zen master with the request that the pupil be 

expelled. The Zen master ignored the request. Soon after, the same 

pupil was caught in a similar act, and again the master disregarded 

the matter. This lack of action angered the other pupils so much 

that they drew up a petition asking for the dismissal of the thief. 

If the master wouldn’t agree, they threatened, they would all leave 

the temple.

When the Zen master had read the petition, he called everyone 

before him. “You’re right, pupils,” he told them. “You know 

what’s right and what’s not right. You may go somewhere else to 

study if you wish, but this poor brother of ours doesn’t even know 

right from wrong. Who will teach him if we don’t? How can we 

change his dysfunctional behavior? I’m going to keep him here 

even if all the rest of you leave.”

In this response, the Zen master reframed his expectations in 

a positive way, and he praised the values of the other students. And 

the Zen master’s conviction was proved right: surrounded by a 

group of peers on the watch for further infractions, the pupil found 

that his desire to steal had vanished. It’s easy to imagine that this 

gentle lesson was of lasting benefi t to all concerned. Featuring the 

sort of outcome all leadership coaches strive for, it’s a fi ne example 

of the effect leadership coaching in groups can have.

I’d like to offer another kind of leadership coaching 

methodology—one that I’ve found to be extremely effective in 

helping people, teams, and organizations change. An adaptation 

of “The Challenge of Leadership” workshop described in 

Chapters 8 and 9, this change strategy has proven to be highly 

effective in the “Coaching and Consulting for Change” seminar 

at INSEAD, and in creating high-performance teams and high-

performance organizations. Over the past years, this coaching 

methodology has been successfully applied to many different 
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organizations and industries. An abbreviated illustration of the 

process follows.

A  C A S E  I N  P O I N T

It was obvious from the strained small talk and the jokes that the 

eight people in the room—seven men and one woman who were 

members of the top executive team of an information technology 

fi rm—were more than a little anxious. This was unusual, as these 

board members were typically self-confi dent and in control, and 

had a well-rehearsed script for meetings that they happily enacted 

as if on automatic pilot. This time things were different, however. 

Today’s gathering was clearly not going to be business as usual. 

Their new CEO had asked them to participate in a high-

performance teambuilding workshop facilitated by an external 

leadership coach. They had no idea what to expect. Worse yet 

(from their perspective), they had been asked to complete a number 

of 360-degree feedback instruments a couple of weeks earlier. 

Sitting together now—their faces revealing a mixture of curiosity 

and anxiety—they were wondering what their colleagues, subor-

dinates, friends, and family members had to say about them.

They had reason to worry. For over half a year, a cloud had 

been hanging over their organization: a takeover threat from a 

much smaller competitor. Though well established in its industry, 

their fi rm wasn’t as nimble as it should have been, and thus the 

threat was very real and very frightening. Future job security was 

at stake for many employees. Only a few months ago, the non-

executive board members had fi nally realized that the CEO 

couldn’t turn the company around, and they asked him to resign. 

Realizing that new blood was required to shake the company out 

of its complacency—to make it less bureaucratic, more entrepre-

neurial, more team-oriented, and more results-focused—they had 

hired a new CEO with a different profi le. The board had made it 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H278

clear that it was up to him to bring corporate returns to a level 

that matched, or bettered, the standards of the industry.

After his initial appraisal of the situation, the new CEO decided 

that one of his main priorities was to form a stronger and more 

effective top executive team. It was clear to him that the present 

team wasn’t an exemplary decision-making body. From his fi rst 

encounter with the group he observed that meetings tended to 

drift, priorities changed almost on a whim, accountability and 

follow-up were lacking, and the various executive board members 

had trouble arriving at closure. The new CEO sensed the presence 

of considerable unspoken confl ict among the executive team. After 

a few meetings he picked up on the fact that several fi efdoms had 

been established, leading to block voting. Beyond those loose 

affi liations, the various members of the executive group didn’t 

seem to feel accountable to each other. The resulting lack of focus 

was widely noticed at lower levels in the organization (as had been 

clearly indicated in company-wide satisfaction surveys). Not sur-

prisingly, many of the complaints centered on the fact that the 

board members appeared to be sending confl icting signals.

The members of the executive team were aware of all this 

history and therefore were somewhat anxious not only about the 

prospective teambuilding exercise but also about the new CEO’s 

plans for the future. They knew that things had to change—they 

agreed with the CEO about that—but how would pending changes 

affect their positions in the fi rm? These thoughts and concerns 

made a teambuilding exercise, with its associated feedback and 

self-disclosure, a much more risky and anxiety-ridden exercise for 

this particular group than it would have been for people at lower 

levels of the organization.

The new CEO had experienced similar interactions in his 

previous position, and he knew that mutual accountability was 

often more diffi cult to establish at the top level of an organization. 

There was always potential for confl ict between corporate and 



G R O U P  L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G 279

line-of-business goals. Furthermore, he realized that the stakes 

tended to be much higher for people at the board level, given the 

executives’ personal goals. He was confi dent, however, that the 

leadership group exercise in which his team was about to partici-

pate would provide results and lead to improvement.

G E T T I N G  S TA R T E D

The leadership coach, an outsider whom the CEO knew by repu-

tation, started the process by engaging the group in conversation 

centered on effective and dysfunctional leadership. He led the 

group into a discussion about the characteristics of high-

performance teams and organizations, a topic to which they 

devoted considerable time. He asked the executives to contribute 

examples of what they viewed as good and bad leadership. Building 

on these examples, he asked individuals to talk about a personal 

“Everest experience,” or feeling of “fl ow”—in other words, a situ-

ation when they’d felt especially good about their leadership [1]. 

This led to an interesting exchange among group members con-

cerning their views about the competencies the future leaders of 

their organization should have, and what selection, development, 

and reward processes were needed to hire and retain this type of 

leader.

After a break, the leadership coach explained the diffi culties 

most commonly associated with giving and receiving feed-

back. He pointed out that most executives tend to be “over-

estimators”—that is, they tend to have an exaggerated sense of 

their effectiveness at work. (“Present company excepted, of 

course,” he added with a smile.) He explained the theory behind 

360-degree feedback instruments and described how these instru-

ments help executives understand their own competencies and 

weaknesses.
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G AT H E R I N G  DATA

Prior to the workshop, members of the executive board had com-

pleted such an instrument, The Global Executive Leadership Inven-

tory (GELI), which measures leadership in twelve dimensions, 

including visioning, empowering, energizing, designing and align-

ing, rewarding and feedback, teambuilding, outside orientation, 

tenacity, global mindset, emotional intelligence, resilience to stress, 

and life balance [2]–[4]. The board members had completed the 

questionnaire themselves and had asked seven to ten work col-

leagues apiece to be their personal “observers.” The observers had 

answered the same questions the participants did—not about them-

selves but about the participants. In addition, the observers had been 

asked to write answers to three questions: What behavior should 

this particular executive continue doing? What behavior should he 

or she develop further? What behavior should he or she eliminate? 

Answering these questions gave observers the opportunity to make 

specifi c recommendations about how the person being rated could 

be more effective. Their responses to these questions, which hadn’t 

yet been shared, would make the eventual feedback session even 

more relevant for each participant.

The responses to all the questionnaires had been summarized 

in a report that compared the results of self-reporting with the 

aggregated results of their observers’ questionnaires. To help the 

test-takers further analyse the results, the observers’ ranking of 

the leader in each dimension were also separated into categories: 

superior(s), co-workers, subordinates, direct reports, and others, 

with no names attached. The leadership coach showed the group 

a sample graph to explain the different categories that people 

would see when they received their own, personalized feedback 

material. (See Figure 11.1 for an example of a sample GELI per-

sonal graph page.)

In addition, to complement the behavioral dimensions 

measured by the Global Executive Leadership Inventory, each 
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board member had been asked to complete a questionnaire called 

The Personality Audit [5]. This 360-degree instrument differs 

from the Global Executive Leadership Inventory in that it mea-

sures personality dimensions (presented in the form of polarities) 

such as sense of self-esteem, conscientiousness, trust, assertiveness, 

extroversion, mood state, and adventurousness. For this question-

naire, the leadership coach had specifi ed that the observers chosen 

should be a signifi cant other or spouse, and two colleagues at the 

offi ce who were both well acquainted with the participant (prefer-

ably one superior and one subordinate). The summarized results 

of this questionnaire, which were not anonymous, would offer the 

executives the opportunity to see the way their observers—work 

colleagues and personal contacts—differed in their evaluation of 

the leader’s personality traits. This feedback would help the execu-

tives understand how they managed their public and private selves, 

and would illustrate the level of consistency of their presentation 

of self. In addition, the responses would reveal differences in how 

people managed upward versus downward. Once again, the lead-

ership coach carefully explained the presentation of the Personality 

Feedback page to the participants. (See Figure 11.2 for an example 

of The Personality Audit report.)

To encourage even more personal feedback, each participant 

had been told to ask a number of good friends and family members 

to respond in writing to questions such as, “What’s the fi rst thing 

that comes to mind when you think about this person?” and 

“What should this person change about him- or herself ?” Finally, 

the executives had been asked to complete a short biographical 

sketch to help the leadership coach better understand the general 

background of each person.

At the end of the fi rst day of the leadership teambuilding 

workshop (the fi rst phase of a three-day group coaching process), 

after the sample feedback graphs had been presented and all ques-

tions about the process had been answered, each member of the 

executive team was given an envelope containing the feedback 
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Figure 11.2 Continued.

Dimension 1 Low Self-esteem 

Self perception (score) 
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information that had been assembled for him or her. The leader-

ship coach suggested that they study this feedback carefully on 

their own and sleep on the results, to be prepared for the next 

day’s program. He counseled them, tongue-in-cheek, not to go 

on a witch-hunt to identify or retaliate against any people who 

gave them a low rating on some dimension or other. “Killing the 

bastards who gave you unpleasant feedback,” he said, “is not a 

productive exercise, although it might feel good!” His advice was 

to calmly thank everyone who had worked hard, and had the 

courage, to give feedback as requested. As a caveat, he reminded 

them that individuals—this time, “Present company included!”—

are highly complex, and far too complicated to sum up via a simple 

questionnaire. Questionnaire results, he said, aren’t an end in 

themselves; rather, they offer a jumping-off point for constructive 

discussion about future career choices and decisions. As a fi nal 

quip, he mentioned that his experience with people had taught 

him that everyone seems normal until you get to know them 

better—and then everyone is revealed to be positively abnormal, 

fl awed by interesting quirks.

Not all members of the executive team had a restful night after 

opening their envelopes. Although much of the feedback concern-

ing their leadership of the company came as no great surprise to 

them, it was nonetheless disturbing to see it so clearly summarized 

in a report, negatives as well as positives. (At their level in the 

organization, honest feedback wasn’t usually part of the deal; sub-

ordinates often said what they thought executives wanted to hear.) 

During the course of a late evening, while reading a mixture of 

praise and condemnation, the executives began to spin out 

rationalizations to explain any low ratings they had received.

G R O U P  L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G  DY N A M I C S

As the morning session began on the second day, some of the 

executives seemed quite defensive about the feedback they’d found 
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in their envelopes. The leadership coach understood the reason for 

this. He knew that a main precondition for an effective interven-

tion is a relationship of mutual trust and respect between coach 

and client. These form the foundation of what clinical psycholo-

gists call the working alliance. And this group wasn’t there yet. It 

would take some time.

The leadership coach explained the next phase: each of the 

executive board members in turn would be asked to share with 

the group the feedback he or she had received, and the other group 

members would give their reactions to that feedback—a two-step 

process that would help the individual participants formulate a 

personal leadership development plan. He mentioned that they 

needed to manage the time carefully, so that each of them would 

have approximately one and a half hours “in the limelight.” In an 

effort to reduce the group’s palpable anxiety, he also clarifi ed that 

the purpose of the exercise was to be helpful and supportive to 

each other. With this short introduction, he asked who would like 

to start the process.

After a long moment of distinct unease, one of the executives, 

John, volunteered. The leadership coach confi rmed with John that 

the executive was prepared to share the information he had received 

with the other members of his team. After receiving a somewhat 

hesitant affi rmative, the leadership coach used an overhead projec-

tor to display the summary data of the Global Executive Leader-

ship Inventory and The Personality Audit—in other words, John’s 

personal results—on the screen.

After the other participants had had time to read and absorb 

the material, the leadership coach asked them how they would 

interpret the information summarized from the Global Executive 

Leadership Inventory. After a lengthy pause, one commented that 

John seemed to be an over-estimator (as the leadership coach had 

earlier suggested most executives are), rating himself higher than 

his observers in the organization had rated him. Soon other people 

joined in the discussion, offering comments about other variances 
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between John’s self-assessment and the assessment of others. To 

complement and focus the presentation of the data, the leadership 

coach shared some of the written comments that John had received 

from his observers. The most telling dealt with John’s need for 

details, his problems in delegation, his inclination to take over 

work from weak subordinates, his occasional moodiness, and his 

tendency to work too hard and get stressed out.

When the discussion turned to The Personality Audit, the 

leadership coach pointed out that the assertiveness dimension indi-

cated that John was something of a “tiger” in the offi ce but a 

“pussycat” at home, an observation that resulted in the fi rst com-

fortable laughter of the day. Although John perceived himself as 

somewhat extroverted, at home, according to his wife, he was 

rather withdrawn; her ratings indicated that he should be more 

adventurous in his dealings with her. The Personality Audit also 

showed a moderate rating on the conscientiousness dimension 

while being quite laissez faire at home. The supplemental personal 

feedback pages were revealing as well. The leadership coach asked 

John to read aloud some of the observations made by family and 

friends. Many expressed concern that he seemed to be under too 

much stress, that he should learn how to delegate more effec-

tively—advice which surprised John, who had not been aware of 

this problem. Other comments indicated that he should be more 

careful about his health and that he should set clearer boundaries 

between his private and business life. Some commented that he 

was sometimes moody or hypersensitive. There were positive com-

ments as well: for example, some observers mentioned the creative 

way John tackled and solved problems that other people had given 

up on.

During this discussion of the various forms of feedback, the 

leadership coach made sure that John’s observed strengths were 

emphasized and his weaknesses reframed in a positive way to 

reduce defensive reactions. The coach knew that this kind of 

reframing was an effective way to reinforce self-esteem and make 
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the participant more willing to engage in a change effort. He also 

knew that timing was critical. Hard experience had taught him 

that when the timing isn’t right, it’s better to stay silent. (Again, 

“Strike when the iron is cold.”) In addition, he went to great 

lengths to present observations in the context of the experiences 

of others. He knew that such an approach took the sharp edges off 

some of the more critical behavioral observations.

After the fi rst phase of the feedback review, the leadership 

coach asked John if he could mention a few things about his back-

ground as a way of helping the others understand his way of 

looking at the world. The leadership coach helped him structure 

his narrative by asking him questions such as, Can you say a few 

things about your personal background? Can you describe events/

situations (personal, organizational, or both) that affected your 

career in a signifi cant way? Can you say something about the 

best/worst times in your life? What kind of people do you admire? 

What do you see as your greatest accomplishments? What was your 

greatest failure/disappointment? What makes you angry, happy, 

mad, or sad? What regrets do you have as you look back on your 

life? If you could change three things in your life, what would 

they be? How do you look at the future? The other participants 

found the responses to this information extremely helpful, because 

it gave them a different view of this person who had been their 

colleague for many years.

Following this part of the session, John was asked to be silent 

and just listen to what the others had to say. The leadership coach 

asked the others what thoughts had come to mind when they heard 

John talk. What kind of feelings did they have while listening to 

his narrative? What were their “fantasies,” their associations while 

listening to John? To stimulate the group’s creative thinking, he 

asked, If John were an animal, what animal did they think he 

would be? This particular question evoked many responses. Some 

mentioned a watchdog, like a German shepherd; others referred 

to a rat in a cage. Another person strayed from the animal motif 
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and compared him to the mythological fi gure Sisyphus, endlessly 

pushing his rock up a hill. What stood out in the discussion were 

John’s strong work ethic, his driven nature, and his need for 

control.

Next, each member of the team was asked, “as a friend,” what 

advice he or she would give John to help him become even more 

effective. This question prompted an intense discussion. Two of 

the participants made disparaging remarks about certain members 

of John’s management team and suggested that he should stop 

protecting those “incompetents” and avoid doing their work in 

addition to his own. He had enough work to do as it was. These 

respondents felt that John should take the tough step of letting 

some of the subordinates go. One woman suggested that he should 

reorganize and simplify his department’s structure rather than 

having twelve people reporting to him. Still another participant 

complained about how diffi cult it was to approach John and the 

people who reported to him. This participant said that although 

the company claimed to aspire to be a networking, boundaryless 

organization, John, through his territorialism and his anger when 

people approached his team without his consent, had created what 

the participant referred to as a “silo”—that is, a part of the organ-

ization that was extremely hard to enter. This latter comment took 

John by surprise. He had never realized that his behavior gave this 

impression.

During this process the leadership coach was actively listening 

and trying to comprehend the key issues that John faced. He also 

offered tentative suggestions of other ways that John could act in 

certain situations, should they come up again. By reframing some 

of the colleagues’ suggestions, he helped John to become more 

aware of conscious and unconscious infl uences on his behavior. He 

helped John see connections between critical life situations he had 

mentioned in his description of himself and the problems he was 

having in the workplace. Why did he have such a great need for 

control? What was behind his reluctance to delegate more? Why 
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did he get moody at times? Why did he protect incompetents? 

During this exchange, the leadership coach used humor as a highly 

effective means of clarifying certain points and defusing tension.

When the discussion had reached closure after some time, John 

was asked how he felt, what he had distilled from everyone’s 

feedback, and what had been most important to him during the 

discussion. He now had the opportunity to reply to the various 

observations. When he had said his piece, the leadership coach 

summarized the major points of the discussion (which had been 

jotted onto a fl ip chart as they came up), and these were presented 

as part of John’s personal leadership development plan. The leader-

ship coach explained that each person would formulate a similar 

personal development plan after discussing their questionnaire 

feedback.

This same rather intensive feedback exercise took place for 

each member of the executive team in turn, with each participant 

identifying issues to be included in their personal leadership devel-

opment plan. Though the exercise was the same, the atmosphere 

was not: people were tense and hesitant to contribute at the outset, 

but they gradually became more comfortable and spontaneous. 

The group leadership coaching exercise created for the members 

of the executive team the kind of “transitional space” or “holding 

environment” described in earlier chapters [6].

As a result of the group dynamics of these discussions, the 

different roles played by the members of the executive team were 

clarifi ed and the effects of the various leadership styles on the 

group as a whole became clearer. They recognized how they could 

complement each other, how they could build on each other’s 

strengths to become more effective as a team. At that point, one 

executive board member remarked to another, “We’ve worked 

together now for twenty-eight years. It’s sad that I learned more 

about you in the past two days than I had in all the previous years. 

But now I have a better sense of your strengths and weaknesses, 
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and I understand what you stand for. I think we’ll be able to work 

together more effectively now.”

Before closing the workshop, the leadership coach discussed 

the importance of the personal development plan. He asked each 

member of the executive team to state out loud what he or she 

had learned during the past two days, and which two or three 

areas each of them planned to work on. (The leadership coach had 

learned that setting too many goals was unwise. Trying to do too 

many things at the same time carried the strong risk that nothing 

would get done.) He also asked them how they were going to deal 

with the people who had provided them with feedback. How 

would they involve those friends and colleagues in bringing about 

changes in behavior? He mentioned that involving the people who 

had given them feedback would make changes in behavior more 

likely—the public commitment component discussed in Chapter 

9. In addition, he asked them to put down in writing a realistic, 

measurable action plan (with a timeline) that would be circulated 

among the other members of the present group. Stressing the 

importance of having an internal leadership coach to monitor 

progress, he suggested that they ask one or two people in the 

executive group to help them monitor and assist them to imple-

ment the desired changes. Finally, the leadership coach set a date 

(approximately two months later) when they would have a follow-

up meeting, which he would return for, to discuss what they had 

done and how well they had met their set objectives. The leader-

ship coach knew from experience that a follow-up process was 

essential for successful change.

C R E AT I N G  H I G H - EQ  T E A M S

The benefi ts that came out of the group leadership coaching exer-

cise far exceeded the expectations of the CEO who had initiated 
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it. Over time, the executives became more of a high-EQ team—

that is, they had a higher “emotional quotient,” or ability to 

understand themselves and others [7]–[9]. The members of the 

team also became more aware of the interpersonal roles in which, 

consciously or unconsciously, they had cast themselves [10]. They 

recognized that just as they had taken on a particular role in their 

own family while growing up, they now frequently occupied a 

parallel role in the workplace. They identifi ed these roles in the 

group as task master, martyr, scapegoat, cheerleader, peacemaker, 

hero, and clown. They also began fi guring out the complementary 

roles that others had been placed in, and thus saw how other 

members of the executive team could be used more effectively 

[11]. In addition, they acquired insight into maladaptive interper-

sonal patterns that weakened the team, discovering how such pat-

terns, and the collusive relationships that underlay them, contributed 

to the team’s lack of effective confl ict resolution, lack of focus, and 

reduced productivity. After the workshop, one of the members of 

the team said, “In the past our meetings were get-togethers where 

some of us said what we really didn’t think, while others didn’t 

say what we really did think! I hope, and think, that we’ll be able 

to change this pattern.”

By participating in the intensive group leadership coaching 

process, the members of the team learned what it meant to coach 

others; the group exercise helped them add a new interpersonal 

tool to their repertoire. In particular, they learned how to become 

better listeners. They saw that listening is a precondition for any 

meaningful relationship, because it fosters understanding. And 

better relationships mean better business, because people who feel 

heard and understood are easier to motivate and infl uence.

There were many other benefi ts that came out of the group 

leadership coaching exercise. The executive board members agreed 

with the CEO’s assessment that they had become much more of a 

team. Due to the teambuilding sessions, their common goals and 

values had become much more explicit. There was a higher level 
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of trust and mutual respect among them. Furthermore, they noticed 

during subsequent meetings that team objectives were no longer 

being affected by an undercurrent of personal objectives [12]–[15]. 

Turf fi ghts were rare. When someone strayed and resorted to 

behavior that the team now recognized as dysfunctional, the others 

stepped in to remind the person of the promises made during the 

leadership coaching sessions. They were no longer willing to let 

such behavior slip by. In addition to having better relationships 

with the other team members, board members were able to use 

their newly acquired leadership coaching skills to improve rela-

tionships with direct reports.

Communication within the executive team became more 

focused, less confl icted, and therefore less energy-draining. As the 

executive board members concentrated on what was really impor-

tant to the organization, endless discussions lacking resolution and 

commitment became a thing of the past. Furthermore, whereas 

before there had been some “silent types”—executives who rarely 

spoke—all members of the executive team now participated. And 

they did so openly and honestly, engaging in constructive confl ict 

resolution and eschewing politics. As a result, the members of the 

executive team felt more accountable to each other and to the 

organization. They took ownership and responsibility for their 

decisions and behaviors and followed up on their actions. Confl ict 

between the members of the team and other members of the 

organization was reduced as speaking and listening took place at 

a deeper level.

Keeping in mind the feedback they had received, the execu-

tives attempted to unlearn specifi c behavior patterns that had 

proved to be ineffective. With the new climate of collegiality, they 

now found it acceptable to ask each other for help when in a dif-

fi cult situation. Likewise, talking about personal matters was no 

longer taboo, which made the executives more willing to express 

concerns about their life-work balance. Becoming, in effect, a 

mutual support group, they experienced more satisfaction and 
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fulfi llment in their work and personal life. What this group exer-

cise did for them was help them become a true high-performance, 

high-EQ team: they shared common goals and values, they 

respected (and built on) each other’s differences, and they learned 

to use the complementarities in their leadership styles to create an 

effective executive role constellation.

In addition to personal changes that each board member initi-

ated after the workshop, there were changes imposed from above. 

Encouraged by the exercise, the CEO reassigned the roles of some 

members of the executive group so that their duties were more in 

line with their real talents. For example, to help one executive 

come to grips with his confl ict-avoidant behavior, the CEO asked 

him to turn around a very messy situation at a foreign subsidiary. 

Another executive ( John, the one who favored silo formation) was 

given a very different portfolio in the executive team—one that 

was less people-intensive and more future-planning-oriented. This 

reassignment, the CEO felt, would prevent departmental isolation. 

Another executive, after refl ecting for several weeks on the feed-

back he had received at the workshop, decided that he didn’t really 

fi t in the team. Feeling that he would be more effective in another 

organization, he resigned.

Looking back on the group leadership coaching process, the 

CEO was quite satisfi ed. The leadership coach had quickly 

created a safe transitional space for the executives, a holding 

environment in which they felt at ease while narrating their 

story. Throughout the process, the person who was being dis-

cussed engaged in a journey of self-discovery, while the other 

members of the group vicariously learned from his or her story 

and validated the experience. Thus, all the participants not only 

engaged in a problem-solving exercise (in the form of making 

action recommendations) but also learned how to practice their 

leadership coaching skills. This process of mutual exploration 

also helped ensure that the group supported the action plan of 

the person who was in the limelight, making behavioral change 
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more likely. (For a summary of the process of this leadership 

group exercise, see Figure 11.3.)

To summarize, the group leadership coaching exercise allowed 

the executive team to refl ect on each member’s leadership style. It 

enabled them to deal with personal issues that had been lying 

dormant for a long time and to develop strong relationships based 

on trust and mutual respect. That foundation of trust fostered a 

genuine exchange of information, broke down barriers, exposed 

the “undiscussables,” and promoted true confl ict resolution. The 

discussions that executive board members had during the work-

shop, and the more open communication they practiced afterward, 

helped them rethink priorities, reshape the future of their organiz-

ation, and improve the fi nancial results. Since they were no longer 

“playing the violin while Rome burned,” they developed a specifi c 

strategy that enabled them to ward off the takeover threat that had 

been looming over them. A follow-up session three months later 

Person being 

coached

Members of the group

Transitional space:

Trust/ Confidentiality

The Narrative

Self assessment tools

Self-portrait
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Active listening
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Leadership action plan

Team building

Boundaryless organization

Knowledge management
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Figure 11.3 Leadership group coaching
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confi rmed the robustness of the group leadership coaching inter-

vention, as did a subsequent follow-up a year later.

M A K I N G  G R O U P  L E A D E R S H I P  C OAC H I N G 

WO R K  I N  E X E C U T I V E  T E A M S

As I described in Chapters 8 and 9, if you want to change people, 

merely dealing with cognition isn’t enough: changing behavior 

requires a double-pronged approach—dealing with cognition and 

affect [16]–[17]. As the case study above illustrates, such a strategy 

really pays off when leadership coaching takes place in groups, 

especially “natural” working groups. That’s not to say that indi-

vidual leadership coaching doesn’t work. On the contrary, success-

ful leadership coaching is often the outcome of a one-on-one 

process. However, private coaching sessions may not have such a 

lasting impact, in part because they’re too infrequent; and they 

may have a lesser impact because the reinforcement of the people 

from the work environment is missing. All too often, when the 

coached individual is back in his or her working environment, 

“automatic pilot” takes over and wipes out lessons learned. In 

addition, the business and private environments often act as “rubber 

fences,” bouncing the client right back to the starting point despite 

the person’s best efforts to change aspects of his or her behavior. 

Thus the question whether people can change must be answered 

in the affi rmative, but whether people will change has to be 

answered with a maybe [18]!

T H E  R O L E  O F  C O M M I T M E N T 

A N D  F O L LO W- U P

I’ve discovered that many people in search of change have a 

“dream.” The “dream” goes something like this: “I will start 
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exercising.” “I will start dieting.” “I will stop smoking.” But that 

dream never becomes reality, because having good intentions is 

rarely good enough. As noted in Chapter 9, the external pressure 

that others exert after a public commitment can make all the dif-

ference. When a smoker says in public, “I’m going to stop smoking,” 

that person involves others, giving them a stake in the process. 

After hearing such an announcement, people aren’t likely to offer 

the person a cigarette or even to give one when asked. This public 

process changes the “rubber fence” into a much more robust foun-

dation of support. What makes group leadership coaching so effec-

tive, then—whether it’s a “natural” group, as described above, or 

a “random” group in a “Challenge of Leadership” workshop—is 

that participants become committed to helping each other change. 

The leadership coach who sets the process in motion is eventually 

assisted by a number of volunteer “assistant coaches,” who help 

each other stay on the right track.

The members of the group set boundaries that become an 

important force in behavior change; they help each person live up 

to his or her promises. Because shame, guilt, and hope are power-

ful motivating forces (as I’m somewhat reluctant to point out), 

when an individual is tempted to fall back on old behavior patterns 

the visualization of the group’s disapproval and the hope of a better 

future often act as effective deterrents. It’s as if the group becomes 

internalized within each member.

T H E  R O L E  O F  S TO RY T E L L I N G

The support and acceptance given by the group facilitate change 

because they instill in each participant a sense of hope about the 

future. The powerful emotional experiences that come out of 

group leadership coaching are also change-facilitators. As was 

discussed in Chapter 9, as people reveal something about them-

selves by telling their life stories, talking about the experiences that 
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shaped them, and sharing the feedback they received through 

assessments, they undergo a journey of self-understanding. Telling 

personal stories is a powerful way of exploring the self [19]–[20]. 

It creates a readiness for interpersonal learning and insight, lays the 

foundation for working through internal confl icts and crises, and 

helps a person arrive at meaningful, personal life integration. By 

telling personal stories, people rediscover themselves, obtaining a 

better understanding of their own life. Listening to stories is a 

powerful learning experience as well; it allows for the vicarious 

instruction of role modeling and gives an empathic understanding 

of the questions the speaker is struggling with. Listening, not imi-

tation, may be the sincerest form of fl attery. As a form of healing, 

storytelling and listening to each other’s stories is second to 

none.

T H E  R O L E  O F  T R U S T

Growth can come out of the telling and hearing of stories only if 

trust binds all the participants in an executive team. Unfortunately, 

trust-building isn’t easy for highly competitive people. In many 

organizations, trust is an extremely rare commodity. After all, 

relationships of trust depend on our willingness to look not only 

to our own interests, but also to the interests of others. For trust 

to exist, we need to deal with such complicated issues as openness, 

honesty, active listening, communication, consistency, compe-

tence, fairness, and mutual respect [21]. Trust is a delicate fl ower: 

it doesn’t take much to crush it, and once destroyed, it takes a very 

long time to nurture it back into bloom. But if trust is honored 

and protected, it fl ourishes and bears good fruit. Trust makes for 

constructive confl ict resolution; constructive confl ict resolution 

makes for genuine commitment; and commitment makes for 

accountability—all factors that have an enormous impact on the 

bottom line of an organization.
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The case example given earlier illustrates what can happen 

when leadership coaching takes place in groups. When people 

get to know each other better, when they understand each other’s 

leadership styles, when they have a good sense of each other’s 

competencies, when they understand the nature of each 

other’s work, there’s a greater likelihood that they will trust each 

other. In the transitional space of the coaching workshop, people 

open up and begin to share information, talking about the issues 

that preoccupy them. They stop beating around the bush, they 

stop playing politics, and they start to support each other.

In the cyber society of today—in the virtual teams that are 

becoming ever more common in the global marketplace—the 

building of trust is even more important, and even more of an 

uphill battle. To make virtual teams effective, an enormous invest-

ment in relationship-building needs to be made up front. It’s 

impossible to e-mail a smile or a handshake (emoticons notwith-

standing). Personal relationships and face-to-face communication, 

not electronic communication, build trust. And yet only when a 

signifi cant degree of trust exists between various parties can one 

expect effective interaction between individuals and groups located 

in different parts of the world. Without the glue of trust, teams 

don’t work well and virtual teams don’t work at all.

Knowledge management can’t take place in the absence of 

trust. If knowledge is power, why share it? Who would share 

information with someone he or she doesn’t trust? When people 

trust each other, they have an incentive to share; once they open 

up to each other, they know what to share and how and why to 

do so. Thus only when there’s a solid degree of trust between 

executives can there be true knowledge management [22]–[23]. 

Unfortunately, there are lots of people in the knowledge manage-

ment business who haven’t fi gured that out yet! In spite of all the 

hoopla, knowledge management has in many instances been a less 

than successful concept. That’s because its advocates focus their 

attention on the building of data banks and don’t deal with the 
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human factor. Setting up an extensive, state-of-the-art data bank 

isn’t knowledge management; investing heavily in electronic man-

agement systems isn’t knowledge management. Vehicles for storing 

and categorizing knowledge do exist, but they’re only tools. It’s 

people that in the end acquire, manipulate, and manage knowl-

edge. Thus true knowledge management means creating teams 

and organizations in which the participants trust each other and 

realize the benefi ts of knowledge-sharing for everybody involved. 

True knowledge management means the creation of social net-

works, of communities. True knowledge management implies 

paying attention to the unconscious life of organizations.
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A team is like a baby tiger given to you at Christmas. It does a 

wonderful job of keeping the mice away for about 12 months, and 

then it starts to eat your kids.

—Anonymous

Large, centralized organizations foster alienation like stagnant ponds 

breed algae.

—Ricardo Semler

A manager’s ability to turn meetings into a thinking environment 

is probably an organization’s greatest asset.

—Nancy Kline

It is better to practice a little than talk a lot.

—Zen proverb

There’s a Zen tale about an old man who had six sons. Though 

the man was kind and gentle, his sons were always fi ghting with 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H306

each other. Their bitter rivalry didn’t bode well for the future of 

their small family enterprise. Because the father was getting on in 

age, people close to him expressed concern about what would 

happen when he died. How would the sons deal with the inheri-

tance? Would they be able to manage? Competitors saw the discord 

among the sons as an opportunity and threw oil on the fi re by 

spreading false rumors about this son or that being favored in the 

old man’s will.

One day, the old man asked his sons to come and see him. 

When they were all assembled, he gave them seven wooden sticks 

tightly bound together and said: “I will give one hundred gold 

coins to whichever one of you can break these sticks in two.”

One by one, the sons tried to break the sticks but none of them 

was successful. They fi nally conceded defeat, chiding their father 

for giving them an impossible task. “Nobody could do it,” they 

said. But the father responded, “Nothing is simpler.” He untied 

the sticks and, taking them one by one, broke them in two.

The sons protested, saying, “Of course, anybody can break the 

sticks when they’re untied.” To which their father replied, “What 

has happened to these sticks could also happen to you one day. As 

long as all of you remain united, you’ll be strong and nobody will 

be able to overcome you. But if you continue your fi ghting and 

don’t fi nd common ground, you too will be reduced to the state 

of the sticks you see lying on the ground.”

As in this anecdote, a team or group that wants to function 

effectively within an organization must unite around what needs 

to be accomplished. Though each member of a team is important, 

there’s no such thing as an individual that exists in isolation; every-

one is part of a group. And everyone brings his or her uniqueness 

to the group. Thus, to understand the group, we have to under-

stand the individuals who comprise it.

There’s a curious circularity to group dynamics. Individuals 

become who they are in part because of the “group” they’re born 

into: a person’s early caretakers, who carry with them the infl uence 
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of the social setting, infl uence that person’s developing character 

[1]. In that way, and in the socializing process of school and friends, 

society enters the individual. In other words, social realities affect 

a person’s intrapsychic life. But the infl uence goes the other way 

too: individuals infl uence group processes, from the likely democ-

racy in which they vote, to the organization in which they work, 

to the biking club they establish.

Though unity is a prerequisite for group effectiveness, it’s a 

rare commodity. The participants of a group typically have many 

different agendas when they fi rst come together, and those agendas 

don’t necessarily have anything to do with the primary task of the 

group. They may, in fact, be personal issues such as wanting to 

make peace, or needing to seek attention. Following these agendas, 

people take on various informal roles in additional to formal roles 

such as CEO or head of personnel—roles such as fool, victim, 

warrior, persecutor, rescuer, or provocateur. These informal roles 

sometimes help, but can just as easily hinder, the work that needs 

to be done. And to complicate the group process even further, 

issues such as the pressures of the environment, the nature of the 

task, the changes that the organization has experienced over time, 

and the history of the group all factor in.

As with most human behavior, the informal roles which people 

take on in groups are driven by needs that are more often than 

not unconscious; they’re an intricate part of the participants’ per-

sonality, so familiar and habitual that they’re automatic. These 

informal roles are taken on to balance tensions, reduce anxieties, 

and gratify various emotional needs that originated in dysfunc-

tional family dynamics. The problem is, sometimes people become 

trapped in the delusion that the drama of their lives, their self-

scripted inner theater, constitutes their real and entire existence. 

This delusion makes for non-authentic identifi cations and emo-

tional rigidity.

On a positive note, the taking on of informal roles can simplify 

communication among the members of a group. Likewise, in an 
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organizational setting, informal roles that work well together 

in an executive role constellation can lead to more effective 

decision-making. With such a constellation, executives consciously 

or unconsciously take on the roles within a group that are most 

suitable to whatever task needs to be done. This complementarity 

creates a certain order in the interaction patterns. It’s a division of 

emotional labor, if you will. Despite these potential positives, it’s 

more likely that the adoption of informal roles in the workplace 

will result in rigidity and hamper creativity, because people 

interpret their roles as restricting them to narrowly defi ned 

parameters.

In addition to the formal and informal roles that people under-

take, the group process is also colored by the history of the group. 

That history, over time, results in specifi c group “myths”—some 

explicit, some not—that form the basis of the group’s collective 

“we” feelings. In every organization, there are cultural values, 

beliefs, norms, and behaviors that are affi rmed and transmitted 

throughout the organization via stories. In studying life in organ-

izations, I’ve noted that people are always telling stories (organ-

izational myths) to each other that have particularly inspired or 

moved them—either in a positive or a negative way. Common 

organizational myths have to do with the founding of the company, 

critical leadership transition processes, the manner in which certain 

setbacks were dealt with, and so on. Members learn about the 

corporate culture and pass on its essential characteristics by telling 

such stories.

These organizational myths (even in the form of gossip) are 

an extremely powerful and often underestimated form of human 

communication, because they help maintain social order and 

determine behavior in unpredictable circumstances. But subju-

gation to these myths—like subjugation to a specifi c informal 

role—may come at the cost of personal responsibility and inde-

pendence. Although there can certainly be positive myths about 

an organization that translate into guiding norms contributing to 
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a positive team spirit and the facilitation of goal-directed behavior, 

there can also be myths that block the effective execution of 

important tasks.

When dysfunctional myths take the upper hand, the organiz-

ation is particularly susceptible to the phenomenon of “group-

think,” whereby members of the group attempt to conform their 

individual opinions to what they believe to be the consensus of 

the group. When groupthink prevails, decision-making suffers. 

Under the sway of groupthink, the members of a group don’t 

consider all alternatives; instead, they give preference to people 

and programs that subscribe to the prevailing “ideology.”

Groupthink gives an illusion of unanimity which creates enor-

mous pressure on group members to conform to whatever the 

predominating form of thinking is assumed to be [2]. In addition 

to the self-censorship that forces individuals to align with the 

group, organizations hampered by groupthink typically harbor 

“mind guards”—individuals who encourage others to toe what 

they see as the company line, discouraging all forms of individual-

ity. Diversity is experienced as a threat; confl ict within the group 

is suppressed or denied. The pressure is great: participate in the 

prevailing outlook of the group or be excommunicated. Those 

who dare to deviate become scapegoats.

The work of psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion is 

extremely helpful to an understanding of groupthink and other 

group phenomena that cause groups to derail. In researching the 

psychodynamics of human interaction, Bion identifi ed three basic 

assumptions that people make, a trio that’s one of the cornerstones 

of group theory [3]. These basic assumptions—which take place 

at an unconscious level—create interaction patterns that often 

make it hard for people to work together productively. They’re 

regressive—that is, they lead to more primitive, not more advanced, 

patterns of functioning—and thus they defl ect people from the 

principal tasks that need to be performed in the organization. 

According to Bion, groups subject to these regressive assumptions 
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eventually retreat into a world of their own. The result is often 

delusional ideation—in other words, ideas completely detached 

from reality—which is fertile soil for the proliferation of dysfunc-

tional decision-making and organizational pathology.

The Spanish surrealist fi lmmaker Luis Buñuel portrays the 

regressive potential of groups brilliantly in his fi lm The Exterminat-

ing Angel. In that fi lm, a group of socially prominent guests arrive 

at an elegantly appointed home for a dinner party. Once the dinner 

is over and the guests retire to the drawing room, they discover 

that the servants have gone away and that they themselves, for 

some mysterious reason, seem unable to leave the room. There’s 

no explanation—there are no locked doors or barred windows 

preventing the guests from leaving—but they’re convinced that 

they’re stranded.

As time goes by, the fi lm’s bourgeois characters become increas-

ingly incapable of functioning as rational human beings. They give 

in to fear, superstition, and irrationality as the disasters mount. Left 

to their own devices, they gradually degenerate into genteel sav-

agery. The fancy tuxedos and pristine makeup dissolve into a 

pigpen of disgust and temper tantrums; dignifi ed conversations 

segue to biting insults. Men and women search for private corners 

where they can indulge in activities they would never have dreamed 

of participating in before. They violently break a water main to 

quench their thirst; they kill and eat sheep in a sort of religious 

ritual to fi ll their stomachs. By the end, the household has become 

a portrait of total chaos. All the elaborate pretenses and facades 

that the wealthy guests had built up by virtue of their position in 

society collapse completely as people are reduced to animal behav-

ior. In this richly symbolic and subtly allegorical tale on the nature 

of human behavior, Luis Buñuel strips away all social pretense and 

exposes the fundamentally archaic, primitive nature that signifi es 

the human soul.

With that example of a group run amok, let’s take a close look 

at Bion’s three assumptions, and the regressive processes they 

launch in the workplace.
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B A S I C  G R O U P  A S S U M P T I O N S

Bion’s three assumptions are dependency, fi ght-fl ight, and pairing. 

We’ll look at each in turn.

Dependency. Individuals in groups often assume—at an uncon-

scious level—that the leader or organization can and should offer 

protection and guidance similar to that offered in earlier years by 

parents. Groups relying on what Bion labels the dependency 

assumption are looking for a strong, charismatic leader to lead the 

way. The members of such groups are united by common feelings 

of helplessness, inadequacy, neediness, and fear of the outside 

world. They perceive the leader as omnipotent and readily give up 

their autonomy when they perceive help at hand. Remarks typical 

of groups subject to this process include, “What do you want me/

us to do?” and “I can’t make this kind of decision; you’ll have to 

talk to my boss.” Such comments refl ect the employees’ anxiety, 

insecurity, and professional and emotional immaturity. While 

unquestioning faith in a leader contributes to goal-directedness 

and cohesiveness, it also impairs followers’ critical judgment and 

leaves them unwilling to take initiative. Though they’re prepared 

to carry out their leader’s directives, they require him or her to 

take all the initiative and do all the thinking. And once a leader 

whom followers leaned heavily on is gone, bureaucratic inertia 

may take hold. People may be frozen in the past, wondering what 

their leader—if he or she were still around—would have done.

Fight-fl ight. Another common unconscious assumption is that the 

organizational world is a dangerous place and organizational par-

ticipants must resort to fi ght or fl ight as defense mechanisms. In 

groups subject to the fi ght-fl ight assumption, an outlook of avoid-

ance or attack predominates. When the fi ght-fl ight mechanism 

takes hold, people have a tendency to split the world into camps 

of friends and enemies. Fight reactions manifest themselves in 

aggression against the self, against peers (in the form of envy, 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H312

jealousy, competition, elimination, boycotting, sibling rivalry, 

fi ghting for a position in the group, and privileged relationships 

with authority fi gures), or against authority itself. Flight reactions 

include avoidance of others, absenteeism, and giving up. Remarks 

typical of people in a fi ght-fl ight situation include, “Let’s not give 

those updated fi gures to the contracts department; they’ll just try 

to take all the credit,” and “This organization would be in good 

shape if it weren’t for the so-and-sos who run the place.” That sort 

of us-versus-them language is common. People subject to the 

fi ght-fl ight assumption never take personal responsibility for prob-

lems; instead, they routinely (and vindictively) assign blame else-

where. Subscribing to a rigid, bipolar view of the world, they seek 

protection from and conquest of “the enemy,” in all its varied 

manifestations.

When not only a group but also its leaders fall victim to the 

fi ght-fl ight assumption, the trouble multiplies exponentially. 

Externalizing their own internal problems, such leaders infl ame 

their followers against real and/or imagined enemies, using the 

in-group/out-group division to motivate people and to channel 

emerging anxiety outward. The shared search for and fi ght against 

enemies results in a strong (but rigid) conviction among group 

members of the correctness and righteousness of their cause, and 

it energizes them to pursue that cause. It also reinforces the group’s 

identity [4]–[5]. Leaders who encourage fi ght-fl ight mechanisms 

by radiating certainty and conviction create meaning for followers 

who feel lost—but it’s a false meaning, even though the sense 

of unity it inspires is highly reassuring. Highly dangerous too: 

followers, confi dent that their leader’s way is the only true way, 

eliminate doubters and applaud converts, thereby increasing their 

dependence on their leader.

Pairing. Bion’s third unconscious assumption is that pairing up 

with an individual or group perceived as powerful will help a 

person cope with anxiety, alienation, and loneliness. Wanting to 
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feel secure but also to be creative, people experiencing the pairing 

assumption fantasize that the most effective creation will take place 

in groups of two. Unfortunately, pairing also implies splitting up. 

The inevitable diversity within groups may result in intra- and 

inter-group confl ict, which in turn may prompt individuals or 

groups to split up the larger group and build a smaller system—one 

in which a person can belong and feel secure. This assumption also 

manifests itself in ganging up against the perceived aggressor or 

authority fi gure. In the pairing mode, often seen in high-tech 

companies, grandiose, unrealistic ideas about innovation may 

become more important than practicality and profi tability. Remarks 

typical within an organization subject to the pairing assumption 

include, “Leave it to the two of us; we can solve this problem,” 

and “If only the CEO and COO had a better relationship, our 

company would be in really good shape.”

Social defenses. The basic assumptions discussed above all reveal 

underlying anxiety about the world and one’s place in it. When 

these assumptions prevail in the workplace, they offer strong proof 

that the organization’s leadership isn’t dealing adequately with the 

emerging anxiety of working in a social setting [1]; [6]–[10]. 

When the level of anxiety rises in an organization, and its leader-

ship is unable to provide a suffi ciently secure holding environment, 

executives typically rely on existing structures (such as rules, regu-

lations, procedures, organization charts, job descriptions, and 

organization-specifi c ways of solving problems) to “contain” that 

anxiety. When those structures offer insuffi cient containment—

that is, when there are no opportunities to discuss and work 

through emerging concerns—people in organizations engage in 

regressive defenses such as splitting, projection, displacement, and 

denial.

When such defenses become contagious and are adopted 

organization-wide, we call them social defenses. They can be viewed 

as new structures, new systems of relationships within the social 
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structure, constructed to help people deal with anxiety, often at the 

cost of executing the primary task of the organization. The purpose 

of social defenses (which are like individual defenses, but woven into 

the fabric of an organization) is to transform and neutralize strong 

tensions and feelings such as anxiety, shame, guilt, envy, jealousy, 

rage, sexual frustration, and low self-esteem. As anyone who has 

stood around a water cooler kibitzing about offi ce politics knows, 

most organizations are full of things that need to be defended 

against—threats of layoffs and takeovers, power plays by this 

underling or that supervisor, and so on—resulting in a veritable 

miasma of depressive and paranoid anxiety [8]. To combat these 

“dangers,” social defenses work to assure the organizational par-

ticipants that the workplace is really safe and accepting.

Now, a certain amount of defending, whether individual or 

social, is a good thing. But when social defenses no longer target 

a specifi c, temporary danger but become the organization’s domi-

nant mode of operation—the permanent, accepted way of dealing 

with the angst and unpredictability of life in organizations—they 

become dysfunctional for the organization as a whole. Though 

they may still serve a purpose (albeit not constructively), they have 

become bureaucratic obstacles, embedded in the organizational 

structure. Once fi rmly entrenched, they have cultural implications 

for the whole organization.

For example, the insidious infl uence of social defenses may 

contribute to passive-aggressive behavior patterns. In other words, 

people may routinely express anger and resentment over organ-

izational issues indirectly rather than directly—that is, through 

negative attitudes and behaviors that are at odds with overtly stated 

motives. While the organizational culture may have a veneer of 

cooperation, people block every new idea presented. People who 

suggest new ideas feel as if they’re walking in syrup: there are 

plenty of sweet promises of cooperation, but nothing gets done; 

no one follows through. One seemingly rational reason after 
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another is given why it’s so diffi cult for the suggested new project 

to get off the ground.

Another cultural problem that social defenses foster is rampant 

indecisiveness. When key executives in an organization are so 

hungry for certainty in an inherently uncertain world that they 

can’t face the consequences of making mistakes, decision paralysis 

turns into the prevailing modus operandi. In a culture of indeci-

sion, as in a passive-aggressive culture, nothing of substance ever 

seems to get done. Indecision saps the organization’s “social operat-

ing mechanisms”—the meetings, reviews, and other situations 

through which people in the corporation do business—of open, 

constructive dialogue. Instead of talking honestly about straight 

facts, decision-makers send underlings off to do information-

gathering and analysis and then still more information-gathering 

and yet more analysis. But all that research doesn’t do them any 

good: there’s always a certain amount of ambiguity associated with 

all the various options and contingencies. It’s common for organ-

izations permeated by indecisiveness to hire one consulting fi rm 

after the other in an effort to break the impasse in decision-

making. Yet the lengthy reports that the consultants produce only 

add to the indecisiveness. After much expenditure of energy (and 

a considerable waste of resources), the decision-makers are back 

exactly at their starting point, and nothing has been done.

Social defenses can also contribute to what can be described 

as a “culture of process.” In organizations with that sort of culture, 

ritualistic activities that don’t contribute to the future success of 

the organization take precedence over substance. These ritualistic 

activities—administrative procedures, task forces, and such 

things—are invoked to deal with the helplessness that people in 

these organizations feel in the face of uncertainties, ambivalence, 

and real or imagined dangers. The benefi t of such activities is that 

they predetermine people’s actions, restricting thoughts and behav-

iors before they get out of control. They keep people emotionally 
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uninvolved and thus help them feel safe and in control. While such 

a way of operating does in fact serve its original purpose—to 

reduce anxiety—it also replaces compassion, empathy, awareness, 

and meaning with formality, control, and impersonality. Anxiety 

comes down because people think that strict performance of the 

acts in the ritual will ward off some perceived danger, but as these 

acts gradually obscure personal and organizational realities, people 

become detached from their inner experience. The bottom-line 

result? A culture of process guarantees that very little of substance 

ever gets done.

T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  I D E A L

Looking further into group and organizational pathology, we dis-

cover that many executives experience the need to create idealistic, 

powerful images of the organizations in which they work. In other 

words, they create an idealized organization in the mind [11]–[13]. 

This organizational ideal can be viewed as a wish, something to 

be desired, a fantasy of the organization that an organizational 

participant cherishes deep inside him- or herself. Such a construc-

tion makes that participant feel stronger, more adequate, and more 

capable. It becomes part of that person’s implicit internalized 

value set of the organization and his or her social identity. Like all 

images in the mind, this one can be conscious, preconscious, or 

unconscious.

Such ideal concepts of the desired organization can be benefi -

cial for the organization, in that they encourage the organizational 

participant to strive for this desired state. That striving, particularly 

when the idealization is shared by many people, is a powerful force 

in creating a highly effective organization. Furthermore, the organ-

izational ideal has other important psychological functions. It takes 

on a containment role, helping executives deal with the feelings 

of anxiety that inevitably result in organizations. As the organiz-
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ational participants identify with the organization—as they 

perceive the organization as an extremely powerful, perfect 

entity—their level of anxiety about the dangers in the environ-

ment decreases. What could go wrong in this powerful, all-

knowing organization? What heights could be reached in this 

organization where nothing is impossible?

This sort of idealization has its roots in memories of the child-

hood experience of being loved and protected by powerful care-

takers. As we saw in the discussion of narcissism in Chapter 2, as 

children grow up they incorporate and internalize aspects of the 

persons they love, admire, or even fear. Furthermore, they have 

fantasies about what their parents imagine the “ideal child” to be. 

They also imagine the “ideal self” (the desired state one would 

like to attain) and the “ideal relation” (the optimal relation one 

desires). Narcissistic satisfaction is achieved through efforts to 

reduce the degree to which the present, the real self, and the ideal 

self differ. The “organizational ideal” is really a variant of what 

psychoanalysts describe as the ego ideal. But the organizational 

ideal, like the ego ideal, is really a fantasy that’s rarely attained.

The development of the organizational ideal follows a course 

similar to that of the ego ideal. The organizational ideal is based 

on a set of identifi cations based on heroic stories of the organiz-

ation’s achievements that start with one person and then are shared. 

These stories capture the imagination of the organization’s partici-

pants and are internalized. These ideal images of the organization, 

maintained through storytelling, symbols, and ritualistic activities, 

together are part of the organization’s mythology. This idealization 

process is a never-ending, perceptually fl uid activity.

And, because a bold and stimulating organizational ideal creates 

pride in the organization, organizational leadership encourages 

(often unconsciously) the dissemination and acceptance of powerful 

idealized images. At every occasion, public or otherwise, employees 

are given opportunities to assimilate imagined and desired 

attributes, values, and attitudes into this organizational ideal. They’re 
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expected to identify with what the organization stands for, with 

its leadership, and with each other. This process of mutual identi-

fi cation contributes to a sense of community [14].

Another way of understanding the infl uence of the organiz-

ational ideal is to recognize it as a transferential process (see Chapter 

2, among others). We need to realize that transferential phenomena 

are not limited to people but also occur between people and organ-

izations [15]–[17]. In effect, leaders who encourage an organiz-

ational ideal strengthen their employees’ psychological bonding to 

the organization. In organizational transference, positive qualities 

originally ascribed to a specifi c person or persons are transferred to 

the institution. In other words, executives project human qualities 

upon the organization; they act as if these properties are part of the 

organization. Thus the organization as a whole becomes invested 

with deeply emotional, psychological meaning.

Although the presence of an exalted organizational ideal has 

its advantages, as I noted earlier—it may drive people to engage 

in extraordinary efforts—members of an organization under the 

banner of solidarity can identify themselves so strongly with the 

organization and its leadership that it impairs their personal judg-

ment. Insecure, dependent organizational participants who want 

the organization to help them solidify their own identity are pre-

cisely those who have the greatest need to believe in an organiza-

tional ideal. As the leaders of the organization impart their exalted 

version of the organizational ideal to their subordinates, they’re 

catering to the dependency needs of their subordinates. That’s only 

one step away from groupthink.

In many organizations, leaders engage in subtle (and some-

times not so subtle) coercive practices that give their people little 

choice but to subscribe to the prevailing “ideology,” as represented 

by the idealized organizational imagery. When that occurs, people 

are drawn into a collusive, regressive psychological relationship 

with the organization and its leaders that revives earlier narcissistic 

dependency needs. The result is what we call identity deforma-

tion—in other words, the subjugation of the self (and one’s belief 
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system) to “the party line.” People who have the courage to chal-

lenge the prevailing organizational ideal are made to feel that 

they’re not living up to expectations, that they’re responsible for 

any problems the organization has. The pressures to conform are 

such that not participating in the organizational ideal becomes a 

very unattractive option.

Under such circumstances, a totally unrealistic, glorifi ed organ-

izational ideal may emerge—an ideal which suggests that the organ-

ization is incapable of error. It will block any effort to implement 

change. When leaders successfully push this collective fantasy to the 

extent that it becomes delusional, reality-testing is lost and failure is 

imminent. When such a fantasy becomes the prevailing currency, 

people and companies stop learning from experience—after all, 

there’s no need to learn from mistakes when mistakes are impossi-

ble—and lose the ability to be self-critical. With organizational 

participants locked by their own hand inside a narcissistic capsule, 

companies enter a downward, helical spiral.

Many organizational disasters have resulted from the inability 

to let go of an organizational ideal that’s far removed from reality. 

NASA’s Challenger disaster is one of the more prominent ex-

amples. On January 28, 1986, seven astronauts were killed when 

the Challenger, the space shuttle they were piloting, exploded just 

over a minute into the fl ight. A commission reviewing the accident 

produced evidence showing that NASA offi cials had ordered the 

launch to go ahead despite repeated safety warnings. And you 

know the rest: the solid rocket booster O-rings failed to seal prop-

erly, allowing hot combustion gases to leak from the side of the 

booster and burn through the external fuel tank. The commission 

attributed the failure of the O-ring to several factors, includ-

ing faulty design of the solid rocket boosters, insuffi cient low-

temperature testing of the O-ring material and of the joints that 

the O-ring sealed, and lack of proper communication between 

different levels of NASA management.

One interpretation of the disaster—the clinical interpretation 

that I favor—is that the engineers at NASA identifi ed themselves 
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so strongly with the organization and its leadership that their 

critical judgment was impaired. NASA had created such a glorifi ed 

organizational ideal for itself that it viewed itself as infallible, incap-

able of error but capable of all else. It was the perfect organization. 

Due to prevailing psychological pressures, this collective fantasy 

had become so strong within NASA that it stifl ed reality-testing. 

Employees lost the courage of their convictions, becoming reluc-

tant to challenge questionable decisions. In such a climate, it was 

unimaginable that any part of the space shuttle would malfunction. 

In hindsight, the defective O-rings can be viewed as symbolizing 

the burned wings of Icarus who, enraptured by his illusions of 

grandeur, tried to fl y to the sun, only to tumble back to earth 

when his wings melted.

Unfortunately, NASA seems to have learned little from the 

Challenger accident—demonstrating the insidious survival power 

of an unrealistic organizational ideal. Seventeen years later, on 

February 1, 2003, foam falling off the external fuel tank during 

fl ight precipitated an explosion that destroyed the space shuttle 

Columbia and took the lives of its seven astronauts. The events 

leading up to the destruction of the Columbia indicated the same 

intense pressures on NASA staff and a similar pattern of disregarded 

warnings and ignored safety standards culminating in tragedy.

In spite of a concerted effort on the part of certain NASA 

leaders to change the mindset of the people working on the space 

program, recent incidents have demonstrated that NASA’s organ-

izational ideal is still not in touch with reality. In spite of years of 

reviews of what caused the Challenger’s and the Columbia’s explo-

sions, a new disaster was just around the corner when a chunk of 

insulating foam broke away from the space shuttle Discovery after 

its launching on July 26, 2005. (This was NASA’s fi rst launch since 

the Columbia disaster.) Immediately after the incident occurred, 

the shuttle program managers—visibly shaken—announced their 

decision to ground the space shuttle fl eet. Questionable judgment 

was to blame for this incident as well. NASA’s contention that it 
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had constructed the safest fuel tank in shuttle history was shattered 

two minutes into the fl ight. According to experts, the malfunc-

tioning in this fi nal case could have led to another disaster if it had 

happened one minute earlier. Fortunately, in this instance, the 

shuttle made it safely home [18].

We can conclude from all these incidents, which reveal a 

mindset of grandiosity, that NASA is still far from being a true 

learning organization. The narcissistic capsule of assumed perfec-

tion that NASA has nurtured over the years needs to be truly 

broken. That won’t be easy, given the unconscious, subtle nature 

of the fantasy life of the executives working there. Their organ-

izational ideal has taken on a life of its own, sacrifi cing safe and 

effective execution of space programs along the way.

Another example of an organizational ideal that turned dys-

functional can be found in a commercial electronics fi rm whose 

employees believed they made the most creative designs in the 

world, for their fi eld. Undeniably, the designers at this “boutique” 

fi rm were extremely creative in making designs different from the 

ordinary. But though they’d been very successful in the past, 

gradually their designs had become so avant-garde that they didn’t 

sell well in the marketplace and the balance sheet began to show 

red.

Despite this downward shift, the senior executives in the organ-

ization, holding fi rm to their organizational ideal, continued to 

act as if there were nothing to worry about. They ignored the 

external forces of the marketplace and kept on designing as they 

always had. Though on a few occasions large technology com-

panies had bailed them out by giving them a cash injection, the 

company’s denial of market reality eventually became obvious to 

outsiders. Some of the larger investors decided to get rid of the 

CEO—the original source of the corrupted organizational ideal—

and replace him with a numbers man. The incoming CEO 

announced at his fi rst meeting with senior management that, 

given the sales fi gures, he had decided to close one of their major 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H322

factories, a plant that provided employment for a large part of the 

region. In explaining the move he said, “Money seems to be a 

dirty word in this organization. The only thing that counts here 

is design. That way of looking at the marketplace cannot 

continue!”

N EU R OT I C  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S

The basic group assumptions, social defenses, and toxic organiz-

ational ideals that we’ve been talking about don’t simply material-

ize out of thin air; these processes have a history. The repetition 

of phenomena such as these in a given workplace suggests the 

existence of shared scripts in the inner theater of the key power-

holders. Organizations tend to refl ect the personalities of their 

leaders [19]–[20], because leaders externalize and act out their 

inner theater on the public stage of the organization. Their inner 

dramas develop into corporate cultures, structures, and specifi c 

patterns of decision-making. Because leaders “institutionalize” the 

themes of their inner theater, their infl uence may continue long 

after they themselves have gone, determining how the next gen-

eration in power runs things.

Exemplary leaders help their companies to become highly 

effective organizations, while dysfunctional leaders contribute to 

a dysfunctional organizational culture and organizational “neuro-

sis.” In assessing organizational pathology and observing “neu-

rotic” companies, I’ve found fi ve dominant organizational 

constellations—each with its own organizational culture, strategic 

style, and underlying guiding theme—that tend to recur repeat-

edly (and often in “hybrid” form). If I may simplify via archetyp-

ical methodology, these can be summarized as the dramatic/

cyclothymic organization, the suspicious organization, the com-

pulsive organization, the detached organization, and the depressive 

organization.
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O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L  A R C H E T Y P E S

Let’s look at the salient aspects of each type of organization.

Dramatic/cyclothymic organizations. The senior executives in 

dramatic/cyclothymic organizations have an intense drive to 

receive positive attention from outsiders. They like to impress 

others with “fl ow”-type experiences, favor superfi ciality in all 

things (e.g., they wear a “happy” mask), demonstrate great swings 

of emotions, often act on the basis of hunches and gut feelings, 

and tend to react (or overreact) to minor events. In dramatic/

cyclothymic organiz ations, senior executives typically have a 

sense of being in control of their destiny; they don’t feel 

that they’re at the mercy of events. Because such leaders tend to 

follow their own intuitions and dreams, the decision-making 

in their organizations is marked by boldness, risk-taking, and 

fl amboyance.

Richard Branson’s Virgin Group, a very successful company 

by any account, is an example of a dramatic/cyclothymic organiz-

ation. The CEO in this organization seeks attention, craves excite-

ment, and opts for drama. Its culture supports the emotional needs 

of both the leader and the people who work for him. Its strategy 

is somewhere between bold and impulsive, and its guiding theme 

can be described as “We want to get attention from and impress 

the people who count in the world.”

Suspicious organizations. Suspicious organizations are character-

ized by a general atmosphere of distrust and paranoia (especially 

among the leadership), hypersensitivity to hidden meanings and 

motivations as well as to relationships and organizational issues, 

hyper-alertness for problems, and a constant, vigilant lookout for 

the “enemy.” People in these types of organizations are always 

looking over their shoulder to see who’s trying to get them, and 

searching for ways to confi rm their suspicions of others. Because 
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they’re looking so hard, they usually fi nd someone or something 

that they think justifi es their paranoia.

The focus on external threats in suspicious organizations leads 

to a centralization of power and to a conservative, reactive business 

strategy in which initiative is stifl ed and inappropriate and rigid 

responses become commonplace. The former empire of the late 

Robert Maxwell and the FBI under its director J. Edgar Hoover 

are good examples of suspicious organizations. Many emerging 

Russian organizations have similar characteristics [21].

Compulsive organizations. Compulsive organizations are preoccu-

pied with trivialities and characterized by a highly rigid and well-

defi ned set of rules, along with elaborate information systems and 

ritualized, exhaustive evaluation procedures. These organizations, 

thorough and exact to a fault, are slow and nonadaptive. Their strat-

egy is tightly calculated and focused, driven by reliance on a narrow, 

well-established theme (e.g., cost-cutting or quality) to the exclusion 

of all other factors. Compulsive organizations generally have a hier-

archy in which individual executives’ status derives directly from 

their specifi c position in the hierarchy. Relationships are defi ned in 

terms of control and submission. Such organizations have an almost 

total lack of spontaneity, because a constant sense of anxiety underlies 

all activities (e.g., “Will we do it right?” “Will they do it right?” 

“Can we let them do it?” “How will it threaten us?”).

IBM under the leadership of John Akers had many of the 

characteristics of the compulsive organization. In that case, it took 

Louis Gerstner, with his absolute determination to dispel the rigid-

ity and expand the focus, to break the ritualistic, inward-looking 

spell—but only when the company had already bled hundreds of 

millions of dollars [22].

Detached organizations. A cold, unemotional atmosphere charac-

terizes detached organizations; non-involvement with others in 

and outside the organization is the norm. This organizational 

climate derives from a leadership that steers clear of hands-on 
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involvement, believing that it’s safer to remain distant and isolated 

than to grow close and collaborative. These organizations, indif-

ferent to praise and criticism alike, are characterized by a lack of 

excitement and enthusiasm. With top leaders standing back, there’s 

often a leadership vacuum that leads to destructive gamesmanship 

among mid- and lower-level executives and allows inconsistent 

and vacillating strategies to fl ourish. Intolerant of the dependency 

needs of others, leaders at all levels establish individual fi efdoms 

and set up barriers that prevent the free fl ow of information. The 

empire of the hermit leader Howard Hughes (an empire made up 

of casinos, Hughes Tool, Pan Am, and other organizations) pos-

sessed many of these detached characteristics [23].

Depressive organizations. Inactivity, lack of confi dence, extreme 

conservatism, and insularity are the chief features of depressive 

organizations. These organizations have a profoundly low sense of 

pride, often due to skeletons in the closet. With the past dominat-

ing their thinking, these organizations are characterized by a 

strong sense of indecision, an unwillingness to take risks (even 

small ones), a focus on diminishing or outmoded markets, an 

undeveloped sense of competition, and apathetic and inactive lead-

ership. These organizations often become extremely bureaucratic 

and hierarchical, inhibiting meaningful change.

Many companies who do work for governments are depressive 

organizations, or hybrids that blend depressive and compulsive 

traits. The Disney empire in the years after the death of its founder 

was likewise depressive: the successors were at a loss as to how to 

proceed, and thus simply stagnated for a time. Reader’s Digest after 

the death of its founder suffered a similar fate [20].

S T R E N G T H S  O F  E AC H  S T Y L E

Each of the neurotic styles described above generally starts out, in 

diluted form, as a virtue, contributing to an organization’s success; 
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only later, when there’s “too much of a good thing,” does it 

become a weakness. Let’s look at the strengths of each style.

Organizations characterized by the dramatic/cyclothymic style 

create entrepreneurial initiatives. They’re able to develop a momen-

tum that carries them through critical organizational plateaus and 

times of organizational revitalization. However, when decisions 

become too centralized in the hands of the entrepreneur—at the 

cost of the creative potential of other layers in the organization—

the dramatic style becomes a handicap.

Suspicious-style organizations have a good knowledge of 

threats and opportunities outside the organization and are able to 

use this knowledge to reduce risks of failure. When taken to 

excess, however, the suspicious outlook can turn an otherwise 

healthy organization into a police state.

Compulsive-style organizations are often effi ciently operated 

businesses with fi nely tuned internal organizational controls and a 

focused overall strategy. However, if too much analysis leads to 

paralysis, the thoroughness that was a virtue early in the organ-

ization’s life cycle becomes a detriment when circumstances call 

for speed.

Detached-style organizations enjoy the infl uence of people 

from various levels in the development of their overall strategy; 

they’re typically willing to consider a broad variety of points of 

view. But their oscillation, their lack of consistency, and the non-

hands-on quality of their leadership can be their downfall.

Organizations marked by the depressive style are noted for 

their consistency of internal processes. If the maintenance of these 

internal processes becomes completely detached from the market-

place, however, the organization is doomed.

The above set of organizational archetypes provides a frame-

work that can be brought to bear when the need for change is 

apparent. In an organization that’s struggling, an analysis of the 

prevailing neurotic organizational style can help executives fi gure 

out why the organization continues to perpetuate various behav-
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iors and why people resist attempts to change. It helps answer 

questions such as “Why does X keep happening?” and “Why does 

something that works someplace else not work here?” Identifying 

the prevailing neurotic style can also help executives (and others) 

understand otherwise incomprehensible behavior and actions on 

the part of their colleagues. For new executives entering a troubled 

organization, an understanding of the prevailing neurotic style can 

help to shape their expectations about what needs to be done and 

what can be done. Finally, for executives at any stage in their 

career, the neurotic archetypes serve as a warning: the exposed 

position of and heightened pressure on leaders can encourage 

extreme manifestations of any emotional instability they have.

P L AC I N G  L E A D E R S  O N  T H E  C O U C H

Leaders must be able to design effective systems and structures, 

but those skills alone are no guarantee of success. High perfor-

mance requires that leaders also be able to create an organizational 

culture where the people doing the work are committed to excel-

lence. To do so they must understand group processes, social 

defenses, the organizational ideal, and organizational neurosis.

In this chapter I’ve highlighted organizational situations where 

reality-testing has been lost. All such situations are an indictment 

of leadership. Leaders have the responsibility to prevent patholog-

ical group behavior, inappropriate social defenses, and toxic organ-

izational cultures. Because of that responsibility, leaders need to 

be prepared to symbolically “lie on the couch”—that is, permit 

an audit of their attitudes and activities to assess the mental health 

of their organization. And if those are found wanting, leaders need 

to not only accept organizational change but spearhead it.

Because organizational neurosis is rooted in personal neurosis, 

organizational change is predicated on personal change. Thus 

leaders have to learn to challenge their habits and limitations, and 
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act from real choice. Such a confrontation with the self is the only 

way to not repeat the past. As has been said a number of times in 

this book, leaders who hope to change need to learn what drives 

their inner world; they need to recognize the salient themes in 

their inner theater. To change responses and behaviors in their 

external world, they need fi rst to change what’s happening in their 

internal world. When they see how hard it is to change themselves, 

they’ll be more aware of the challenges that lie ahead in changing 

others. The good news is that, as leaders change, others will change 

as well. To quote Mahatma Gandhi, “We must become the change 

we want to see.”
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C H A P T E R  13

UNRAVELING THE MYSTERY 
OF ORGANIZATIONS

331

You know that a conjurer gets no credit when once he has explained 

his trick; and if I show you too much of my method of working, 

you will come to the conclusion that I am a very ordinary individual 

after all.

—Sherlock Holmes, A Study in Scarlet

These are much deeper waters than I had thought.

—Sherlock Holmes, The Reigate Puzzle

Nothing clears up a case so much as stating it to another person.

—Sherlock Holmes, Silver Blaze

The obstacle is the path.

—Zen proverb

The riddles presented in Zen and the mysteries Sherlock Holmes 

was asked to solve have much in common. In both situations the 

observer is asked to enter a domain that’s beyond the obvious. For 
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example, in a Zen story a merchant loaded with bales of cotton 

decided to take a rest from the heat of the day within a shelter 

dominated by a large stone Buddha. When he woke up, he dis-

covered that all his goods had disappeared. Despondently, he 

reported the matter to the police. The judge assigned to the case 

decided that the stone Buddha must be responsible. Ordering the 

Buddha’s arrest, he said, “He’s supposed to look after people but 

failed in his holy duty.”

The police brought the stone Buddha to court. A noisy crowd 

gathered, curious to hear what kind of sentence the judge would 

give the statue. Angry with the boisterous crowd, the judge 

announced that he was holding the whole bunch of them in con-

tempt of court and imposed both a fi ne and an imprisonment. 

Although the crowd hastened to apologize, the judge still imposed 

the fi ne: he sentenced each of them to bring a bale of cotton to 

the court. If they failed to do so, a prison sentence would 

follow.

The next day the merchant and the judge watched as person 

after person arrived bearing a bale of cotton. The merchant 

recognized one of the bales as his, so the police were able to arrest 

the thief. The merchant recovered all his goods, and the judge 

returned the remaining cotton bales to the people.

C L I N I C A L  O R G A N I Z AT I O N A L 

I N T E R V E N T I O N S

In Part Two of this book I described ways to go about changing 

the mindset of executives. But changing the mindset of one execu-

tive (or a group of them) isn’t the same as bringing systematic 

change in an organization, as the previous chapter’s exploration of 

the psychodynamics of groups showed. Fostering individual and 

system-wide change through organizational interventions is some-

thing most organizations will face repeatedly—and they usually 
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need help to do it. Enter a general consultant or a specially trained 

change agent. Unfortunately, as was suggested in earlier chapters, 

far too many people—change-agents and consultants—and the 

executives who hire them—are inclined to focus on the symptoms 

of an organizational problem and ignore the underlying causes. 

More often than not, they deal only with surface behavior. Such 

consultants can be very talented at numbers-crunching—they’re 

like brains on a stick when it comes to cold facts—but not very 

good at paying attention to the elusive signals that reveal the 

heartbeat of an organization. Too often, their slogan is, What can’t 

be directly seen doesn’t really exist. Thus they resort to over-

simplifi ed quick fi xes in trying to institute change [1]–[2].

When change agents want to change particular behavior pat-

terns in an individual (or cluster of individuals), their usual impulse 

is to put a simplistic behavioral modifi cation program into place. 

Such a program may have a positive effect, to be sure—but that 

effect won’t last very long. Making that sort of an intervention is 

like trying to change the weather by turning up the heating system 

inside one’s house. It may keep the inhabitants warmer for a time, 

but it won’t change the temperature outside.

F O C A L  A R E A S  O F  I N T E R V E N T I O N

As any executive knows, the cost of poor leadership, ineffectual 

management teams, mistaken hiring decisions, corporate culture 

clashes after a merger or acquisition, and inadequate succession 

planning can be steep (though not precisely calculable). Likewise, 

the cost of a large-scale traditional management consultancy effort 

is high—and that cost is wasted when such an effort is directed at 

problems that are in essence deeply psychologically rooted but are 

treated as procedural. When organizational problems are centered 

on interpersonal communication, group processes, social defenses, 

uneven leadership, and organization-wide neurosis, money is better 
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spent on the three-dimensional approach to organizational assess-

ment and intervention that clinically informed consultants or 

change agents employ.

Consultants well versed in the clinical paradigm understand 

the levers that drive individual and organizational change, and they 

know just how complex the change process (and the individuals 

changing) can be. Furthermore, they know how to help people 

give up their resistances, express their emotions in a situation-

appropriate manner, and cultivate a perception of self and others 

that’s in accord with reality [3]–[4]. They also recognize that if 

system-wide change is going to happen, they need to highlight 

the “pain” in the system, link past to present through a new vision, 

help the key players buy into the change effort, and reconfi gure 

systems, structures, cultural elements, and behavior patterns. They 

know how to help an organization’s leadership create a shared 

mindset, build attitudes that contribute to changed behavior, train 

for a new set of competencies, create small “wins” leading to 

improved performance, and set up appropriate reward systems for 

people who support the intended changes.

Typical areas where the clinically informed consultant can 

make a contribution include:

• identifying and changing dysfunctional leadership styles

• creating effective executive role constellations

•  resolving interpersonal confl ict, intergroup confl ict, and various 

forms of collusive relationships (e.g., folie à deux)

• disentangling social defenses

• making sense of organizational cultures

• assessing organizational pathology

• bringing neurotic organizations back to health

• making knowledge management systems work

•  creating high-performance teams and high-performance 

organizations

• planning for more orderly leadership succession



U N R AV E L I N G  T H E  M YS T E R Y  O F  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S 335

• helping in career planning

• untangling knotty family business problems

•  helping create a better work-life balance for leaders and 

subordinates

Clinically informed consultants use as one crucial source of data the 

ways in which members of the organization interact with them. 

What differentiates these consultants from their more traditional 

counterparts is their skill at using transferential and countertransfer-

ential manifestations as a basic experiential and diagnostic tool. The 

ever-present “triangle of relationships”—in this case, a triangle com-

prised of the person being interviewed, some signifi cant past “other” 

from that person’s life, and the change agent/consultant—provides 

a conceptual framework for assessing patterns of response and then 

pointing out the similarity of past relationships to what’s going on 

in the present. Anyone hoping to make sense of interpersonal 

encounters at anything but an intuitive level needs to understand 

these earlier described transferential processes, which are a major 

part of the clinical consultant’s change toolbox.

Clinically informed consultants also recognize the importance 

of projective identifi cation, a concept introduced in Chapter 6. A 

psychological defense against unwanted feelings or fantasies, pro-

jective identifi cation is a mode of communication as well as a type 

of human relationship [5]. We can see this process in action when 

covert dynamics among individuals or groups of individuals get 

played out in parallel form by other individuals or groups with 

which they interact. For example, if executives in a department 

deny or reject (and thus alter) an uncomfortable experience by 

imagining that it belongs to another group of executives, that latter 

group—the recipients of the projection—are inducted into the 

situation by subtle pressure from the fi rst group to think, feel, and 

act in congruence with the received projection.

Paying attention to transference, countertransference, and pro-

jective identifi cation, clinically informed consultants process their 
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observations, looking for thematic unity [6]. They then employ 

pattern-matching, looking for structural parallels within multi-

layered relationships and between current events and earlier inci-

dents (knowing that any aspect of the organizational “text” can 

have more than one meaning and can be viewed from a number 

of different perspectives). Creating meaning at multiple levels helps 

the consultants determine the individual and organizational roots 

and consequences of actions and decisions. When the link between 

present relationships and the distant past is made meaningful to 

people at all levels of the organization, the process of large-scale 

change is more likely to be successful.

Given their orientation, clinically informed consultants and 

change agents also recognize the presence of complex resistances 

(ranging from denial, to lack of access, to fi ring the messenger). 

Since the aim of a clinical intervention isn’t just symptom suppres-

sion—not merely a “fl ight into health”—but durable, sustainable 

change, clinical consultants must always be attentive to hidden 

agendas. They appreciate that manifest, stated problems often cover 

up issues that are far more complex. They know that there’s usually 

a very good reason why their particular expertise was asked for 

(even though that reason may not have been, and perhaps can’t be, 

articulated by the client), and they attempt, for the sake of a suc-

cessful intervention, to identify that reason quickly. In addition to 

identifying and addressing the organization’s core psychological 

concerns, clinically informed consultants strive to instill in the 

organization’s leadership an interest in and understanding of their 

own behavior. Ideally, those leaders can internalize the ability to 

learn and work in the psychological realm, allowing them to 

address future issues without the help of a consultant.

To illustrate the advantages of a convergence between tra-

ditional interventions and the clinical approach in the process of 

organizational change, I offer below two consulting assignments 

that benefi ted from that convergence. Though in each case the 

intervention seemed to be only a limited success by both the 
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consultant’s and the organization’s standards, it would have been 

an even more diffi cult task with only the traditional organizational 

practitioner’s tool kit.

T H E  P R I C K LY  C EO

The fi rst illustration of an intervention whereby a clinically 

informed consultant added value took place in a telecommunica-

tions company. Although the request for consultation came directly 

from the CEO, a man in his fi fties named Richard, it later trans-

pired that he had been strongly encouraged to visit the consultant 

by the non-executive chairman of his board. After the initial 

interview, conducted in the CEO’s offi ce, the consultant suggested 

doing a leadership “audit,” meaning an assessment of the capabil-

ities and concerns of the top executive team, to be (eventually) 

followed by a top executive team development workshop to 

improve the performance of the organization.

From the discussions that the consultant had with executives 

at various layers in the organization, as well as with non-executive 

members of the board, it appeared that although the majority of 

the interviewees appreciated Richard’s talent at foreseeing devel-

opments in the marketplace, his behavior aroused a great deal of 

irritation. A number of executives accused him of having too short 

a fuse and expressed concern over his outbursts of irritation; they 

felt that he was far too prepared for a fi ght, even when circum-

stances called for conciliation. Furthermore, some of the inter-

viewees who had worked closely with him noted that he often 

resorted to the “mushroom treatment” in organizational matters, 

surprising them with projects that he had been nurturing in the 

dark. Very few of his senior people felt that they were kept 

adequately in the loop as far as the information fl ow was con-

cerned. Most felt that they weren’t given the information and 

resources to make informed decisions. Some noted that the CEO’s 
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uncommunicative style now permeated the organization, with 

information-hoarding by different players being a preferred mode 

of operation.

There were objections, too, that the company seemed to be 

operating in a “fi ght-or-fl ight” mode, fomenting suspicion of 

people and projects; that certain executives were forming fi efdoms; 

and that trust was an increasingly scarce commodity. Some execu-

tives also noted that the company’s competitive position had been 

deteriorating. Moreover, several of their more capable colleagues 

had left for greener pastures, leaving the company with no obvious 

successor. One of the non-executive directors insinuated to 

the consultant that he and a number of the other directors were 

thinking of contacting a headhunter to explore the possibility of 

replacing Richard.

At a relaxed moment over dinner one night, as the consultant 

probed the CEO about his background, Richard explained that 

he came from a divorced family. His parents had split when he 

was six years old. Breaking his usual reserve, Richard volunteered 

some refl ections on how he’d reacted to the divorce. (On refl ec-

tion, the consultant attributed the executive’s unusual openness to 

the latter’s awareness of the urgency of the situation.) Richard 

reported that after the divorce, his mother had quickly remarried, 

and from that marriage had come one much younger half-brother 

and one half-sister. Encouraged by the consultant, Richard 

explained that he’d had a terrible relationship with his stepfather, 

who sometimes resorted to physical violence to discipline the 

youngster. Richard still, decades later, resented the fact that his 

mother, apparently insecure in her relationship with her new 

husband, had always taken her husband’s side in any dispute 

between the man and the boy. That strained parental relationship 

resulted in a psychological legacy of humiliation and anger.

It became clear from the conversation that Richard’s lack of 

trust and prickly temper originated in a family constellation that 

had been unpredictable and hostile. From the time he was a young 
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child, his circumstances had been harsh and lonely, engendering 

mistrust and necessitating constant vigilance. He also learned early 

that he had to rely on himself. He discovered that he was better 

off keeping private any worries that he had. Sharing “secrets” with 

his mother was a risky business: she couldn’t be trusted to keep 

them to herself. Having learned early the need to be on guard, he 

retained his constant state of alertness into adulthood. He felt that 

he needed to be ready for a fi ght at any time, based on the template 

created by his relationship with his stepfather. That core confl ic-

tual relationship theme shaped the script of his inner theater and 

dictated his interactions with the world.

While vigilance and aggression (the display of elements of the 

paranoid and abrasive disposition—see Chapter 5) may have been 

effective ways of coping with diffi cult circumstances as a child, 

they were dysfunctional in Richard’s role as CEO. Now that the 

real threat—the threat of the unpredictable stepfather that he 

carried with him from childhood—could no longer be addressed, 

Richard substituted various external threats instead, taking pre-

emptive action whenever he could in order to gain a modicum of 

control. Turning the passive into the active became a favorite 

modus operandi. Given his inner script, it wasn’t surprising that 

Richard was secretive with colleagues and was constantly waging 

war against perceived enemies (his latest fi ght being with two of 

his non-executive directors).

With the information gleaned from his many interviews, the 

consultant was now in a better position to explore with Richard 

some of the connections between his past and his present behavior. 

The consultant watched for moments when he could “strike when 

the iron was cold”—that is, when Richard could listen to unpleas-

ant information without going into defensive maneuvers. After a 

number of discussions with the consultant, Richard began to rec-

ognize his own responsibility for the mess he had created and no 

longer blamed all his problems on others. (The stimulus provided 

by offi ce scuttlebutt that his job was on the line helped greatly to 
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focus his mind.) That realization made him take the initiative 

to reach out to the people he had previously considered his 

“enemies.”

Richard made a valiant effort to be a better communicator as 

well, though he realized, especially after the revelations of the 

consultation that his personality was never going to allow him to 

be the “welcome wagon” of the world. He now saw the wisdom 

of building on his strengths and fi nding others to compensate for 

his weaknesses. Realizing that there were too many people in the 

organization who (by design or indoctrination) were likewise poor 

communicators, Richard hired a new VP of Human Resources. 

That single step went a long way toward making the company 

more transparent. Richard’s efforts to change, with the support 

and encouragement of the consultant, created a signifi cant improve-

ment as well, allowing him to mend his relationship with various 

members of the board. Able to appreciate his talent as a strategist 

and turnaround artist once he had become less prickly and more 

open, the board discontinued its search for a replacement CEO. 

With greater emotional stability in the organization, the consultant 

decided that a top executive team development workshop (as 

described in Chapter 11) would be next on the agenda, helping 

the executives to build trust, commitment, and accountability, and 

helping them become more effective at constructive confl ict 

resolution.

The example of Richard shows how a person can harm both 

himself and his organization, not through malice or lack of talent, 

but through ignorance of his own inner theater and slavery to 

psychological patterns of which he is unaware. By addressing these 

issues—by making conscious what had been unconscious and then 

working to address leadership behavior patterns that were deter-

mined to be dysfunctional—the consultant and CEO together 

were able to disable prevailing individual resistances and social 

defenses to heal a form of organizational neurosis.
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T H R O U G H  T H E  LO O K I N G  G L A S S:  T H E 

S T R AT E C  C O L LU S I O N

The preceding Case of the Prickly CEO presents more than just 

a coach-client or consultant-client relationship. Because the con-

sultation took place within an organizational context, the consul-

tant needed to take a systemic approach. The following case, The 

Stratec Collusion, illustrates an even more obviously systemic 

psychodynamic intervention.

This intervention started when most of the partners of one of 

the local offi ces of Stratec, a global consulting fi rm, concluded that 

the partner group was no longer functioning effectively. There 

were ample indications that this was the case. Partner meetings 

were poorly attended. There were always a few partners who came 

late and a few who didn’t come at all, claiming that they should 

be excused because they had to deal with important clients. The 

general consensus was that no meaningful decisions were made 

during these partner meetings anymore. There was no focus to the 

sessions; there was no priority-setting; there was no follow-up. 

One partner had been heard to complain that the meetings re-

sembled sessions of a debating society, while another groused that 

there was a lot of talk but little action. Many partners had also 

expressed their concern about a lack of leadership. Though the 

partner group had a nominal head—the managing partner—

nobody seemed to be really in charge. Clearly, the offi ce was no 

longer functioning at optimal capacity.

And it wasn’t only the partners who were complaining. The 

malaise of the partner group had spread throughout the offi ce, and 

now the consultants and other junior staff members were also 

commenting about a decline in morale in the workplace. What 

once had been an exciting, stimulating place to work had become 

just another ordinary consulting fi rm. Some of the consultants 

feared that this would cause problems in the long run, because it 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H342

would make the search for talent more diffi cult. There were 

already signs of trouble in the short term. For example, transfer of 

knowledge—in the past a major source of competitive advantage 

in the group—was no longer handled effectively, in large part 

because backstabbing was so pervasive. No longer was Stratec a 

place where people shared (and learned from) client successes and 

defeats; no longer was there a free fl ow of information for the 

benefi t of clients and partners alike. Even the partners had so little 

contact that they barely knew what the others were doing.

Because of growing business opportunities in the region where 

this offi ce was located, the number of partners at Stratec had 

grown rapidly over the last decade. What had once been a small 

group of individuals who understood each other almost intu-

itively, collaborated intimately, and spent long hours together 

building up the offi ce into its present form had changed into 

a loosely connected group of many individuals. Some of the 

partners mentioned that the collegial atmosphere that had been 

Stratec’s hallmark in the early days had all but disappeared. Rather 

than working to maintain good relationships in the offi ce, the 

partners now focused almost exclusively on their clients. As a 

result, claimed some old-timers, the offi ce had become a way 

station on the career path.

The anonymous atmosphere at the offi ce was exacerbated by 

the fact that some of the partners weren’t “homegrown”—that is, 

they hadn’t gone through the usual career trajectory of the fi rm 

(moving over time, and in many stages, from associate consultant 

to partner). Instead, they had been hired from the outside at full 

partner level. These “lateral hires” had been brought in to help 

the fi rm gain a speedier entry into specifi c market segments. Some 

consultants had made the observation, however, that the fi rm had 

never been very good at integrating lateral hires.

Refl ecting on their current situation, many partners were of 

the opinion that the economies of scale were increasingly negated 

by diseconomies of size. According to them, the partners were no 
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longer a team, out to conquer the world, but a bunch of individuals 

who happened to share the same offi ces. The leadership style of 

the partners had changed from management by walking around 

to management by voice and e-mail, and it smacked more of poli-

tics than of loyalty or cooperation.

This growing malaise was refl ected in the bottom line. The 

fi ndings of a recent company-wide study had shown that the 

revenue per partner at this particular offi ce was considerably lower 

than at most other offi ces of Stratec. This fi nding was disturbing 

to many of the partners, in light of their great track record: they 

had always been leaders in revenue generation. Now, though, with 

consulting projects staffed by regularly changing teams, collabora-

tion was apparently not as effective as it had been when the offi ce 

was smaller.

There were outside pressures as well: a number of competing 

companies had entered what had been Stratec’s traditional niche 

in the consulting market in this offi ce’s region, putting great pres-

sure on the partner group to be more effective. After enjoying a 

period in which they could operate on autopilot regarding market-

ing their services, they now had to work hard to bring in new 

customers.

Some of the senior partners had asked themselves whether a 

number of the new partners—insiders and lateral hires alike—

might be responsible for the present malaise. In hindsight, they felt 

that the bar for entry to the partnership level had been set too low 

during the boom times, and they wondered how much these new 

partners were really contributing to the bottom line.

Criticism went both ways, though: many of the newer partners 

felt that some of the senior partners were “fat cats,” complacent in 

their tenured seniority. These older partners were, as they them-

selves admitted, no longer as involved in rainmaking and offi ce 

matters as they used to be. While a number of the newer partners 

acknowledged that some of their more senior colleagues had con-

tributed greatly to the success of the offi ce and now had the right 
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to take it a little easy, others strongly disagreed. They believed that 

during these diffi cult times everyone should make his or her best 

effort. This was not a time to rest on one’s laurels.

Those partners who advocated this point of view also disagreed 

with the Human Resource management view that a lesser effort 

at work would be adequately sanctioned through the compensation 

system. True enough, the annual bonus would be smaller for a 

person who wasn’t working at full capacity, but (according to the 

complainants) that would be an inadequate sanction against people 

who were already quite wealthy. In the meantime, these older 

partners were taking away valuable resources. The younger, more 

aggressive partners felt (but rarely said) that all partners should be 

fully involved in the activities of the offi ce or should take the 

consequences and resign.

And yet some of the more junior partners wondered whether 

they could hack it without the seniors. Were they capable of being 

rainmakers in these diffi cult times? Did they possess the solid 

networking skills of the more senior partners? Would they be able 

to drum up new business when the seniors were no longer there 

to assist? Moreover, as full-fl edged partners, would they be able to 

ask the seniors to help them acquire such skills, or would admit-

ting their feelings of inadequacy be too painful?

At one of the monthly partner meetings the discontent bubbled 

up into a consensus that the present state of affairs simply couldn’t 

continue. The group voted to hire Alice Borden, a well-known 

consultant who specialized in human resource management. The 

assignment given to her was to address the question of how to 

become more effective as a partner group.

To facilitate her intervention, Alice decided to take along a 

colleague, Adam. She liked being able to test her perceptions of a 

consulting situation with someone else. As her fi rst task, Alice 

requested interviews with all the members of the partner group 

(and some of the more junior consultants), to get a better grasp of 

the situation at the offi ce. Her hope was that by doing these inter-
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views she and Adam would not only get a better understanding of 

the salient issues, but they also could explain to the partners the 

use of a set of survey instrumentation—including 360-degree 

feedback tools that would give insight into various personality, 

leadership, interpersonal, group, culture, and strategic issues—that 

they would like to employ as the basis for a group discussion during 

a special off-site meeting. Alice had described to the two partners 

who had given her the original invitation how she had used 

these survey instruments effectively in the past to create high-

performance teams. The two partners had given her the offi cial 

go-ahead, expressing their view that the use of such survey 

material would be a good idea.

During the interviews, however, Alice and Adam became 

aware of an enormous amount of resistance on the part of various 

partners to having to deal with the 360-degree and other survey 

instrumentation. A number of them noted that some of the ques-

tions in the 360-degree feedback instrument were overly personal, 

and they expressed reservations about how the responses would be 

used in a group setting. Their comments were rather puzzling to 

Alice and Adam, who had used similar material in many different 

organizations (and cultures) without any problems. Given that all 

the partners, without exception, had strongly stated that something 

needed to be done to help them work more effectively as a group, 

Alice and Adam suspected that something was going on beneath 

the surface. After all, the feedback and survey instruments were 

intended only as an icebreaker to highlight some of the problems 

in the partner group. Why, then, when they talked about the use 

of these instruments, did some of the partners get a pained look 

on their faces and question the use of this kind of material? Per-

sonally, these partners said, they had no problems with the material 

and would be happy to complete the questionnaires; but, they 

continued, they wondered how some of the others would feel, 

using such instrumentation in a group setting. When pressed about 

what they saw as the problem, they explained that some of the 
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senior partners had had bad experiences with using personal ma-

terial before.

The “clinical” supervision. At their wits’ end, Alice and Adam 

decided to discuss their problem with a colleague who had a clini-

cal background. When they explained what they had experienced, 

he noted that they had been looking at the problem at only one 

level. He remarked that, true enough, if their assessment of the 

situation was correct, there seemed to be consensus about what 

needed to be done to have the partner group work more effec-

tively. At what he called the manifest level, many of the partners 

seemed to agree that the offi ce wasn’t working well, that produc-

tivity wasn’t what it used to be, that the place had become too 

anonymous, that there was a problem concerning trust. According 

to their assessment, many of the partners acknowledged that the 

offi ce had lost its sense of direction (a paradoxical fi nding for a 

strategic consulting fi rm!) and that transfer of best consulting 

practices was taking place clumsily if at all.

At that manifest level, most members of the partnership seemed 

to agree that something needed to be done about corporate gov-

ernance. Some kind of structure needed to be put into place to 

facilitate the decision-making process. Many had indicated that, 

after a period of strong, focused leadership, inspired leadership was 

now lacking. The managing partner, a capable administrator, was 

described by most of his colleagues as lacking charisma. The other 

partners feared that he lacked the personal magnetism to pull this 

group of “wild ducks” into formation. Several of them noted the 

irony in the fact that the new managing partner had taken his 

position on their own recommendation—a recommendation given 

by the majority of the present partners at the offi ce to the manage-

ment board of the consulting fi rm worldwide.

Having reviewed with Alice and Adam these manifest con-

cerns, their clinical colleague suggested that they excavate for 

latent concerns as well. Clearly there were signifi cant, but un-
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expressed, issues that contributed to the present malaise. Alice and 

Adam would need to determine why many of the partners were 

so reluctant to take the steps that seemed so obvious—steps that, 

in their own consulting work, the partners would surely recom-

mend to their clients. The colleague suggested to Alice and Adam 

that their sense of frustration could be interpreted as a manifesta-

tion of social reality, but also of unconscious ideation. He even 

mentioned—in what psychologists call a “countertransferential” 

(or projective identifi cation) interpretation—they should try to 

interpret their present state of frustration: they could view it as a 

great gift, because it could be seen as symptomatic of the level of 

frustration among the partners.

Their colleague also introduced to them the concept of “sec-

ondary gains,” which as we saw earlier says that manifest malfunc-

tioning (in this case, the present malaise at the offi ce) can offer 

elusive psychological advantages. As an example of a secondary 

gain, he pointed out that the dysfunctional nature of the partner 

meetings (though painful for all in attendance) guaranteed that 

some of the fi rm’s most critical issues, such as the declining revenue 

per partner, would not be addressed. Instead, time was always 

wasted on more trivial matters.

He also reminded Alice and Adam that during their inter-

views, many people had hinted that not all of the partners were 

still pulling their weight, that some of the older partners wanted 

time to smell the roses and were bringing down revenues as a 

result. This seemed to contradict the corporate myth expressed by 

quite a few of the senior partners that, despite bottom-line con-

cerns, the offi ce worked together as a happy community.

And yet, their clinical colleague emphasized, Alice and Adam 

hadn’t been able to get anyone to do anything more than hint at 

this contradiction. Apparently the Stratec partners felt that charg-

ing a few older colleagues with no longer contributing suffi ciently 

to the fi rm was too anxiety-inducing to attempt; they weren’t 

willing to publicly break the illusion that they were a collaborative 
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and cooperative community. Furthermore, some partners appar-

ently were afraid that by entering into a dialogue about that sort 

of issue they would open a Pandora’s box so full of complaints that 

the offi ce would implode and the most important rainmakers 

would take their talents elsewhere—probably a valid fear. Given 

the cost, confl ict avoidance seemed preferable, in spite of the back-

stabbing that was its consequence. That’s why the suggestion by 

Alice and Adam to use survey and multi-rater feedback to start a 

discussion was so scary for many of them. There hadn’t been suf-

fi cient assurances of “safety.”

Moreover, if Alice and Adam attempted to make the individual 

contributions of lagging partners more transparent through a 360-

degree and survey feedback process, the result could be a decision 

to introduce greater accountability for all, and in all arenas. Their 

colleague suggested that a number of the partners would view 

greater accountability as a threat to their present autonomy. In the 

eyes of those partners, though things were bad, the creation of a 

corporate governance structure that demanded greater clarity 

about their own contribution—that asked what each person was 

doing and established controls on activity—would be far worse. 

He suggested that if these partners were honest with themselves, 

many of them would have to admit that they really liked their 

present freedom; they enjoyed not having to explain how they 

spent their time; they liked working at home and putting in odd 

hours without having to defend these practices.

Alice and Adam’s colleague saw in the partners’ concern about 

public sharing of information what he called a “social defense.” 

Social defenses, he explained, are ways of dealing with the anxiety 

that’s part and parcel of life in organizations (see Chapter 12). 

When there’s no “containment” of such anxiety—that is, when 

there are no opportunities to discuss and deal with heartfelt con-

cerns—people in organizations are inclined to engage in defensive 

routines such as “splitting” (dividing the world into black-and-

white, us-versus-them categories), projective identifi cation (assign-
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ing to other people the “negative” feelings one has but cannot 

acknowledge), and denial (not accepting responsibility for certain 

matters). He explained that these mechanisms, which are universal 

modes of communication (but which can seriously impair organ-

izational functioning by shifting attention away from work), are 

psychological defenses against unwanted feelings or fantasies. They 

serve to transform and neutralize strong tensions and feelings such 

as anxiety, shame, guilt, envy, jealousy, rage, sexual frustration, 

and low self-esteem. Very often an organization’s bureaucratic 

features, with all the rules and regulations, checks and counter-

checks, are part of a social defense structure whereby form trumps 

substance: so much time is spent on trivial matters that the real 

work that should be done gets short shrift.

Although these social defenses can be seen as adaptive at one 

level—in this case, for example, they could be seen as an effort to 

maintain the illusion of being a “happy family” and thus helped 

avoid potentially disruptive confl ict—at another level they con-

tribute to a distortion of inner and outer reality, derailing effective 

organizational functioning. At Stratec, social defenses allowed the 

partners to withdraw partially from the responsibility that came 

with their ownership position, resulting in stagnant meetings and 

ineffective communication. Social defenses also contributed to 

weak leadership at the offi ce: the partners had given themselves 

an “alibi” by selecting a leader; however, it was no accident that 

the man chosen wasn’t very effective.

As suggested earlier, the present impasse had been triggered 

by diseconomies of size. With the recent growth of the offi ce, the 

partners weren’t as close as they had been. This predictable con-

sequence could have been dealt with, but the partners chose to put 

little effort into maintaining a sense of community. Instead, they 

pursued more personal agendas, and as a result they forfeited the 

trust that been built up over the years among junior personnel. In 

the absence of trust, a political climate fl ourished in the offi ce: 

subgroups developed and backstabbing became the communication 
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tool of choice. Constructive confl ict resolution went out the 

window as well, since its key ingredient is trust. Whenever the 

newly politicized Stratec faced a diffi cult decision, the partners 

opted for denial over resolution. In abandoning constructive con-

fl ict resolution, they also gave up commitment and accountability, 

factors essential to a healthy bottom line.

The key to resolution of the present impasse, Alice and Adam’s 

colleague told them, lay in greater transparency. Stratec could 

reinvigorate itself only if the partners were prepared to deal with 

their problems head on, to discuss the undiscussables, to stop the 

infi ghting and air out the increasingly politicized atmosphere at 

the offi ce. Only by speaking honestly and listening undefensively 

could they distinguish reality from fantasy and combat the para-

noid thinking and scapegoating that threatened to sink the fi rm.

It would take courage to instigate and continue an honest 

discussion of the kind of leadership needed to gear up the offi ce 

during these diffi cult times. The partners would have to ask them-

selves some tough questions: Would a more junior managing 

partner do better in the leadership role? Would the more senior 

partners, who had played that role in the past, permit a relative 

newcomer to function at full potential? Were there—and should 

there be—different career trajectories for junior and senior part-

ners? And should some senior partners be eased out?

Being willing to deal with the latent problems that festered at 

a subconscious level would also imply that the partners would have 

to bite the bullet and accept a more comprehensive form of cor-

porate governance, even if that change would mean restricting the 

freedom they had enjoyed until now. With the growth of the offi ce 

rendering the old intuitive governance of the partner group 

ineffective, mutually agreed-upon control systems needed to be in-

troduced to enhance decision-making, with a select number of 

colleagues (including a couple of the more promising junior 

members) empowered to make meaningful decisions on behalf of 

the group.
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To overcome the latent problems, the partners also needed to 

address the level of transparency of accountability acceptable to all, 

increasing it to ensure fair process. As a group, they needed to spell 

out the role expectations for each partner, and they needed to 

discuss frankly whether all partners were pulling equal (or at least 

adequate) weight. If they concluded that certain partners were 

pulling down the bottom line, the stronger majority would need 

to pressure the laggards to leave the company.

None of these necessary steps could happen, though, as Alice 

and Adam’s colleague pointed out to them, until the partners real-

ized that it was their own prevailing social defenses that had served 

to prevent such a discussion from taking place. They needed to 

acknowledge that their defensiveness had contributed to a fl oun-

dering of the work process. They needed to recognize that, para-

doxically, their rational manifest “solutions” to their fears and 

concerns had contributed to a great deal of irrationality at the 

latent level. In order to make Stratec a high-performance organiz-

ation again—an organization ready and able to take on the 

future—they would have to address these more subtle latent pro-

cesses as well.

A postscript. Alice and Adam decided to take the bull by the horns 

and go ahead with their planned event—a three-day workshop—

despite the resistance the partners had shown to their survey 

instrumentation. When Alice called the managing partner to fi rm 

up the details, however, he told her that their contribution to the 

event would have to be curtailed to just a half-day. A number of 

the senior partners had decided, he said, that the days the group 

would spend together would be more effectively used to discuss 

strategies for obtaining new clients. Given the confi dential nature 

of such a discussion, Alice and Adam weren’t invited to be part of 

the remaining two and a half days.

Alice and Adam were frustrated by the curtailment of their 

contribution. It bothered them even more, though, that the partner 
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responsible for human resources (a relatively junior partner) wanted 

to know in advance every detail of the brief presentation they 

planned to make. In a conference call that included the managing 

partner, he demanded that they describe in great detail their 

planned presentation. More than once both men cautioned them 

not to be too direct in giving certain types of feedback, in order 

not to irritate some of the senior partners. Both consultants deeply 

resented being micromanaged, but against their better judgment 

they decided not to object. They weren’t ready to analyse their 

feelings of anger and irritation about being micromanaged—feel-

ings that they could have used as additional data in making sense 

of the dialogue.

Alice and Adam’s resentment turned to dread as the day of the 

meeting dawned. They summoned their courage and stood in 

front of the group of partners, where fi rst they gave a general 

presentation about high-performance teams and organizations and 

then pointed out a number of salient issues they had observed in 

the offi ce. During the fi rst part of their presentation, the at-

mosphere was icy, to say the least; the partners listened to the 

presentation stone-facedly, and without making any comments. 

During the second part of the presentation, however, matters 

started to change. After considerable prompting from Alice, a 

lively discussion developed, with a number of the partners express-

ing a willingness to address the more elusive, latent issues in some 

other forum so that a better system of corporate governance could 

be put into place and they could all work more effectively.

All too soon, Alice and Adam’s time was up. Without having 

had a chance to help the partners arrive at any action recommen-

dations, they were thanked for their contribution and dismissed; 

the partners would have to tackle the latent issues further them-

selves, and formulate their own recommendations. Leaving the 

hotel where the meeting had been held, they both had a bitter 

taste in their mouth. They felt as if they had been made the sacri-
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fi cial scapegoats. In retrospect, they wondered how they might 

have dealt with the situation differently.

When Alice and Adam discussed what had happened with 

their more clinically trained colleague, he pointed out that by not 

really acknowledging early in the process the underlying, “ir-

rational” dynamics of the offi ce, they had contributed to the 

apparent failure of their intervention. Furthermore, they hadn’t 

offered a strong enough rationale to persuade the majority of the 

partners of the benefi ts of discussing among themselves the out-

comes of the survey and multiparty feedback. Most important, 

they hadn’t created a holding environment that felt safe enough 

for the participants to open up frankly. Alice and Adam had been 

so hung up on doing surveys and gathering multiparty feedback, 

the clinical consultant said, that they hadn’t realized just how 

worried the partners were about sharing personal information in 

public. They hadn’t given enough assurances that their interven-

tion technique would be benefi cial.

A number of weeks later, one of the senior partners, in town 

on business, called Alice and asked if he could meet with her. Over 

coffee, he told her that a number of the partners had been rather 

disappointed with their intervention. Given her reputation, he 

said, they had expected more of her. As they talked, though, Alice 

sensed from his conversation that the atmosphere at the offi ce had 

improved. It sounded as if the partners were now more willing to 

interact with each other. Moreover, the non-charismatic managing 

partner appeared to have become more assertive. For example, he 

had created a task force that had already put a governance structure 

into place. According to the visiting partner, morale at the offi ce 

was much better than it had been in a long time, and relationships 

were more collegial. Once again the partners were exchanging 

ideas about projects in progress, for example.

Maybe, thought Alice, her efforts to bring out latent issues had 

been somewhat effective after all. By taking on the role of change 



T H E  L E A D E R  O N  T H E  C O U C H354

agent, she had been the catalyst for change—though taking on the 

role of scapegoat certainly wasn’t what she’d had in mind when 

she accepted the assignment. In hindsight, however, she realized 

that she may have triggered the scapegoating herself: her lack of 

insight about secondary gains, countertransferential processes, 

social defenses, and resistance had been contributing factors. She 

saw now that by failing to read the partners’ anxiety correctly, and 

by failing to pick up on transferential processes and other subtle 

clues, she and Adam had jeopardized their intervention. Alice 

consoled herself with the knowledge that she understood better 

how she had contributed to the failure of Stratec’s change effort.

C O N S U LT I N G  W I T H  T H E  T H I R D  E A R

As both these examples illustrate, many people are unaware of 

irrational processes when dealing with issues of leadership and 

change; in fact, they’re typically unaware that such processes even 

exist. For proof of irrational processes, however, we need look no 

further than self-destructive behavior: that people choose to engage 

in self-destructive activities defi es any rational logic. If we choose 

to play Sherlock Holmes in our organizations, listening with the 

third ear of intuition, our investigation will reveal a great deal of 

hidden rationale.

It’s that hidden rationale that the clinically oriented consultant 

driving a change effort in a struggling organization looks for. The 

process involves the same challenges that face his or her counter-

part engaged in dynamic psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, or leader-

ship coaching with an individual—but on a bigger, more systemic 

scale. Clinically oriented consultants working to improve an organ-

ization work at two levels: with individuals, and with the overall 

organizational system. As is the case with individuals, psycholog-

ical awareness within an organization is the fi rst step toward psy-

chological health. It’s important, then, that people at all levels of 
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the hierarchy become aware of the unconscious currents underly-

ing observable work behavior.

It’s the fact that unconscious currents are by defi nition outside 

of ordinary awareness that makes bringing them to consciousness 

typically the task of an outside consultant, someone who is less 

likely to be caught up in the existing organizational system. Simply 

pointing out salient issues and collusive processes is rarely enough, 

however; typically, the consultant has to make such issues more 

explicit, perhaps by asking clarifying questions. The process is a 

four-part one comprised of clarifi cation, confrontation, insight, and 

working through [7]. The client is presented with specifi c problem 

areas. Inconsistencies in activities are highlighted and clarifi ed. The 

client is confronted with specifi c contradictions, making for differ-

ent levels of insight. Collusions are unraveled. He or she then works 

through a discovery process with the help of key members of the 

organization, analysing problems more closely, bringing them into 

sharper focus, and fi nding acceptable solutions.

One crucial source of data for clinically informed consultants 

is the way that the various members of the organization interact 

with them. (This is a process to which Alice and Adam, in our 

earlier case example, should have paid more attention.) That inter-

action, and the transferential role from the past that a client assigns 

the consultant—perhaps father fi gure or nag, all-knowing author-

ity fi gure, or snot-nosed youngster—often tells the consultant 

more than what the client actually says. When the situation permits 

it, transference interpretations can be shared with clients. However, 

given the usual short timeframe in consultancy assignments (as 

opposed to more traditional therapy or coaching situations), con-

sultants must exercise great caution in doing so. Whether they 

share the information or not, consultants should defi nitely take 

note of transference and keep it in mind while designing and 

implementing their intervention. More often than not, the chal-

lenge to the consultant is not to say out loud what he or she is 

observing!
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At its heart, the business of the dynamically informed consul-

tant is change, and change takes time. It involves overcoming 

resistances, giving up things one has cherished in the past, master-

ing loss, and changing one’s inner representational world of fanta-

sies, beliefs, and attitudes. This process of giving up the old and 

mulling over variations on the new—a mourning process, really—

is an essential element of change. And the clinically informed 

organizational consultant is involved all the way, from breaking 

the status quo, to getting people to give up secondary gains and 

try new solutions, to dealing with the ambivalence of taking or 

not taking action, to rolling with the resistances.

Though clinically informed management consultants can steer 

organizations through change efforts of all kinds, their training 

equips them to be especially helpful in diagnosing dysfunctional 

organizational cultures, working through the trauma of mergers 

and acquisitions, identifying ineffective leadership styles, building 

more effective management teams, unraveling collusive superior-

subordinate relationships, providing insight into family business 

stalemates, and dealing with loss, disappointment, and career and 

life-cycle issues. Most importantly, however, they can be extremely 

helpful in creating more effective, humane, and economically 

viable organizations. Any area of business life that has central 

psychological underpinnings is a likely candidate for organiz-

ational “analysis.”

Often clinically informed consultants fi nd themselves in the role 

of leadership or strategic coaches, trying to help a client better 

understand the implications of certain actions and behavior patterns. 

As mentioned earlier, psychotherapeutic training helps them know 

not only what to say but also what not to say. It’s important to make 

timely observations, of course; but it’s also important to keep quiet 

sometimes, even when certain insights are obvious. As has been 

mentioned repeatedly before, in psychotherapy the rule is to “strike 

when the iron is cold.” When the “iron” is too hot, the client may 

not be ready to hear what the consultant offers. Thus timing is 
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essential. If the consultant handles his or her task well, clients fi nd 

themselves more emotionally intelligent—more psychologically 

sophisticated, we might say—after the intervention than before.

Clinically informed consultants can be particularly helpful in 

family business situations, given their knowledge of organizations, 

family systems, and psychodynamics [8]. They’re often called in 

to resolve escalating battles between entrepreneurial parents (gen-

erally fathers) and their children, usually centered on the theme 

of succession. The challenge requires that they unravel the prevail-

ing family myths, deal with defensive reactions, and negotiate 

solutions acceptable to all parties. Often they encounter family 

members who would rather perpetuate the crisis than arrive at an 

unwelcome (though realistic) resolution. In that case, their fi rst job 

is to get family members out of that defensive stance. Their thor-

ough clinical understanding of human dynamics helps them avoid 

being drawn into defenses and collusions themselves, allowing 

them to focus on using available data to help solve the client’s 

problems.

C O N N E C T I N G  W I T H  A  C L I N I C A L LY 

I N F O R M E D  C O N S U LTA N T

Organizational consultation by a clinically informed consultant 

usually starts with a contact made by one of the organization’s 

executives, often the CEO, who describes a dilemma he or she is 

facing. As any consultant with experience has learned the hard 

way, the original, stated problem is very often not the real problem, 

but only a signifi er of other, deeper problems. The challenge for 

the consultant is to integrate the manifest problem with the issues 

that are concealed by it. Though most organizations exert pressure 

to come up with instant answers, the consultant must take ade-

quate time to refl ect on the problem. That refl ection is enhanced 

if the consultant shares the assignment with a colleague and can 
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thus discuss observations and analyse transference and counter-

transference reactions.

After the initial contact, the consultant typically continues 

discussions about the problem with other key members of the 

organization to obtain a wide spectrum of perspectives. Complete 

access to everyone within an organization is essential to the success 

of such a consultation. Any thwarting of access (whether done 

subtly or directly) is grist for interpretation. Because in clinically 

informed consultation there’s little difference between the diag-

nostic stage and the intervention stage, such interpretation is both 

diagnostic and “therapeutic.” The mere fact of data-gathering 

implies that the intervention has begun. The organizational 

participants’ fantasies have been set into motion.

Typically, suggestions for change start at the surface, reaching 

a deeper level only when a measure of trust has developed between 

the consultant and the client. A solid working alliance among the 

various parties is essential if the consultant hopes to clarify issues, 

confront the principal players effectively about emerging problems, 

identify resistances, and make interpretations. Thus interventions 

typically progress from suggestions to key people about structural 

changes to observations about various means of communication to 

the pros and cons of a particular leadership style.

S TAY I N G  I N  F O R  T H E  LO N G  H AU L

Many business leaders have become more emotionally astute in 

recent years. Having seen organizational fads come and go, they 

now realize that most organizational problems are deeply ingrained 

and as such aren’t susceptible to quick-fi x formulas. These ex-

perienced leaders have become wary of organizational snake-

oil salespeople and their simplistic (but costly) interventions. The 

“downsizing, rightsizing, capsizing” formulas of many organiz-

ational consultants have made these leaders aware of the price of 

faulty organizational intervention. Many of them have paid their 
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dues many times over, in the form of dysfunctional leadership, 

ineffective culture integration programs, poorly planned leadership 

development, and inadequate succession planning.

Clinically informed consultation brings a dose of realism to 

organizational intervention, though it shouldn’t be seen as a cure-

all and certainly doesn’t herald the coming of a new messiah. Still, 

it makes sense that in-depth approaches to organizational consul-

tation have a greater chance than superfi cial solutions to address 

the deeply entrenched causes of organizational problems. Organiz-

ational life is like a mirror: what we see out there, we fi rst have 

to discover inside.

Clinically trained consultants, unlike many traditional consul-

tants, don’t simply make a diagnosis and provide a set of recom-

mendations, leaving it to the client to implement the suggestions. 

Rather, such consultants help the client make their recommen-

dations a reality. They’re not in the consultation for the short run. 

The aim of the psychoanalytically informed consultation isn’t a 

temporary “high,” but lasting change. The consultant wants to 

move beyond reductionistic formulas to sustainable trans-

formation. Such an orientation often makes for enduring client-

consultant relationships. Though the aim of every consultation is 

greater self-effi cacy for the client (rather than an ongoing situation 

of dependency), the consultant’s services may be asked for repeat-

edly on an as-needed basis over a period of years. The aim of the 

consultant, however, is to help clients engage in self-analytic activ-

ities so that they can learn how to engage in interventions on their 

own. The ultimate goal of the consultant is to create healthy, 

effective organizations.

E M U L AT I N G  S H E R LO C K  H O L M E S

One point I would like to reemphasize in differentiating clinically 

oriented interventions from more traditional ones is that clinically 

informed consultants use personal interaction with the client as a 
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crucial source of data. The challenge is to pick up on subtle signals 

that the client gives off, so as to correctly read the transference and 

then to use countertransference effectively. To show the impor-

tance of this step, a Zen story is illustrative.

A Zen master, while crossing a river, lost a cherished silver cup 

given to him by his pupils. Hoping to retrieve it, he fi rst sent his 

eyes to look for the cup, but they weren’t successful. Still full of 

hope, he sent his ears, but they weren’t successful either. Dis-

appointed, but not yet without hope, he sent his nose. Still no luck. 

Then, in a desperate effort, he sent all of his senses to fi nd the cup. 

Unfortunately, once again there were no results. In a fi nal effort, 

he sent his “not-search” to fi nd the cup. To his great delight, his 

“not-search” did fi nd it.

Comparable to a Zen master’s “not-search” approach, Wilfred 

Bion used to say that a psychoanalyst “should impose upon himself 

the positive discipline of eschewing memory and desire” [9], 

p. 31. Listening to the client, the psychoanalyst should use free-

fl oating attention and listen extremely carefully. The psychoanalyst 

should be open to experience, having no preconceived notions of 

why the client behaves in certain ways. The same advice applies 

to the consultant or leadership coach. In interacting with their 

clients, they evoke and provoke; they engage in a highly compli-

cated process of human communication. But most importantly, 

they have to be open to experience. Paying attention to transfer-

ence and countertransference reactions, taking in and responding 

to their own deep feelings, they create a meaningful basis to help 

clients acquire insight into their problems.

In order for such a sophisticated dance between executives and 

consultants to be effective, both parties need to be able to look in 

the mirror without fl inching, although the mirror can be like a 

trompe l’oeil, a visual deception. They need to have the courage 

to face reality. All too often, however, when people don’t like what 

they see refl ected back at them, their natural reaction is to smash 

the glass. But leaders seeking to put a misdirected organizational 
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ship back on course need to be willing to ask the tough questions: 

Have they been acting in the best interest of their people or only 

in their own best interest? Have they been seeing their organiz-

ation as a community of people or only as a profi t-making institu-

tion? How might they have acted more appropriately? What could 

they have done differently? Too many senior executives take a 

short-term perspective, refusing to see the human side of the 

workplace. They mandate restructurings and reorganizations 

designed for short-term gains without accepting responsibility for 

the personal consequences such practices have for employees. In 

other words, they break the trust given to them by loyal followers. 

Without knowing or intending it, they end up managing for eco-

nomic decline.

Traditional consultants who have the courage to include the 

clinical approach in their repertoire—who, like Sherlock Holmes, 

are willing to tackle the submerged psychological dynamics that 

characterize any organization (and that threaten, wherever they 

hide, to derail effectiveness)—are in for a pleasant surprise. They 

come to realize that life in organizations isn’t to be wept over or 

laughed at, but to be understood and then improved. The deep 

understanding that the clinical perspective offers lays the building 

blocks for effective intervention.

Thus the advocates of traditional consulting approaches and of 

the clinical orientation to organizational intervention would do 

well to join forces. It’s not uncommon for consultants who sub-

scribe to the myth of the rational executive—and it is a myth, I 

assure you—to contribute to (rather than help diagnose and cure) 

organizational neurosis. They wouldn’t fall into that trap if they 

incorporated the clinical perspective. Sherlock Holmes once said, 

quite fatalistically: “Everything comes in circles.  .  .  .  It’s all been 

done before, and will be again.” The challenge for the clinically 

informed consultant is to break the many vicious cycles that plague 

the workplace, helping to create organizations where people feel 

and do their best!
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To try to be authentic these days, to ask questions of the people in 

power—it’s diffi cult. This administration has evolved new tech-

niques to handle people like me. Their strategy, in a word, is simple: 

ignore them.

—Ron Suskind

It takes a very long time to become young.

—Pablo Picasso

In the book of life’s questions, the answers are not in the back.

—Charles Schultz

Chop wood, carry water.

—Zen proverb

There’s a Zen story about a king whose deepest wish was to be 

remembered as a wise ruler by his people. Given this desire, he 

kept pondering what made a ruler wise. What were the key issues 
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wise rulers dealt with? How did wise rulers reach their decisions? 

How did wise rulers spend their time?

The king decided to present his conundrum to his subjects. 

He had an announcement made throughout the kingdom that 

whoever was able to answer this question to the king’s satisfaction 

would be well rewarded. Many of the king’s subjects responded to 

the call. One suggested that wise rulers needed to set up precise 

time schedules, consecrating every hour, day, month, and year for 

certain tasks, and then follow that schedule to the minute. Another 

thought that prioritization was the key. Still another insisted that, 

since no single person could ever hope to have all the knowledge 

and foresight necessary to make good decisions, wise rulers were 

those who chose advisers well and heeded their advice. Another 

one of the king’s subjects suggested that a wise ruler would appoint 

administrators to handle ongoing activities and use his or her own 

time improving relationships with the kings in neighboring coun-

tries. Someone else suggested that a wise ruler would consult 

religious leaders, soothsayers, or magicians.

The king was gratifi ed by the outpouring of responses, but he 

wasn’t satisfi ed. In his heart of hearts, he didn’t like any of the 

answers. No reward was given.

As he thought more about his conundrum, the king remem-

bered that he’d once heard of a hermit who lived high in the 

mountains. This hermit was supposed to be a truly wise and 

enlightened man. The king wondered if the hermit would be able 

to tell him what a wise ruler did. It seemed worth a try. The king 

discovered, however, that seeing the hermit posed a problem. The 

hermit never left the mountains. Furthermore, he welcomed only 

the poor, refusing to have anything to do with people of wealth, 

power, or status.

The king decided to visit him anyway, but in disguise, 

wearing simple peasant clothes. With some of his attendants he 

undertook the arduous journey to the mountains. When the 

king arrived at the foot of the peak where the hermit lived, he 
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ordered his attendants to wait for him. Reaching the hermit’s 

hut after a long, solitary climb, the king found the hermit busy, 

tending a small vegetable garden. When the hermit saw the 

stranger, he nodded his head politely in greeting but didn’t stop 

working.

The king approached him and said, “I’ve come from afar to 

ask your help. I’d like to know what it takes to be a wise ruler. 

What do rulers have to do to become wise? The hermit, continu-

ing to dig, listened attentively but didn’t offer a response. The king 

noted, given the hermit’s advanced age that gardening didn’t come 

easily to him. The king repeated his question, but the hermit only 

smiled and kept working. Eventually, the king said, “You must be 

tired. Let me give you a hand.” The hermit, still silent, gratefully 

gave the king his shovel. A few hours passed as the king planted 

rows of seeds alongside a patch of healthy vegetable plants. When 

all the seeds were in the ground, he addressed the hermit again, 

asking what it took to be a wise ruler. Again, the hermit didn’t 

respond. Instead, giving the king a pail, he pointed to a stream in 

the distance.

The king took the pail in hand and walked to the stream to 

get water for the garden. While bending over fi ll the pail, the king 

suddenly felt two hands grabbing him from behind, trying to push 

him under. Only through an inhuman effort did he manage to 

free himself and prevent drowning. While disentangling himself, 

the king successfully threw the attacker in the water. As the 

attacker was fl oating away, the king recognized him as one of his 

retainers. The king was completely taken aback, because he had 

always thought of this retainer as a truly trustworthy person. He 

realized now how wrong he had been in his judgment. He won-

dered if the retainer’s strange deed was an act of revenge: the man 

had been furious some months earlier when the king hadn’t chosen 

him to lead his ruling council.

In a state of shock about his very narrow escape, the king 

returned to the hut of the hermit and told him what had happened. 
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After recounting his near murder, he once more asked the hermit 

if the old man could give him an answer to his question.

The hermit looked at the king and said, “But your question 

has already been answered.” “In what way,” the king asked, baffl ed. 

The hermit responded, “If you hadn’t taken pity on me in my old 

age and given me a helping hand in the garden, I’m not sure if 

I would have made it through the coming winter. By showing 

compassion for my predicament, you helped me in my most impor-

tant pursuit: planning for my next harvest. The moral that can be 

learned from your act of compassion is that where there’s no vision, 

a ruler’s subjects will perish. You had the foresight to take care of 

what’s most essential to me to survive the year.”

“Before you arrived, I was at my wit’s end about how to fi nish 

my vegetable garden before the winter. I didn’t know whether I 

would have enough energy to complete the task. By giving me a 

helping hand and making a truly empathic gesture, you increased 

my spirit. You motivated me to keep up my efforts. In addition—

and quite ironically—if you hadn’t helped me to get water for the 

vegetables, your retainer wouldn’t have attacked you and you 

wouldn’t have known his real motivations. For many years he 

could have plotted against you, making your life miserable. Thus 

by helping me, you really helped yourself. When you help others, 

you create a virtuous cycle.”

The king was silent for some time, refl ecting on what the 

hermit had said. But apparently the hermit wasn’t fi nished yet. The 

old man stood a little straighter and motioned for the king to have 

a seat on a nearby log. Clearing his throat, he spoke as if from a 

lectern: “From this brief encounter you should take a few lessons 

with you. As I mentioned, every ruler needs to have foresight 

about the future. Because we grow great by our dreams, all wise 

rulers are dreamers. But wise rulers don’t dream alone; they take 

others with them. They realize that every single life can become 

great if a person works toward a goal into which that person puts 

his or her whole heart and soul. Ordinary people believe only in 
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the possible, while extraordinary people—and that includes all 

wise rulers—visualize not what’s possible or probable, but rather 

what’s impossible, and then they begin to see it as possible.”

The hermit pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve and wiped 

his brow. He bent and shook the pail as if hoping there might be 

a few remaining drops of water to quench his thirst. Then, stand-

ing straight again, he continued: “Furthermore, as I mentioned, 

wise rulers don’t act by themselves. Wise rulers surround them-

selves with a group of trusted, capable people who support them 

in making their vision a reality. Knowing that they can attain their 

dreams only with the help of others, wise rulers select their team 

carefully, making sure that everyone stands behind them. The last 

thing a ruler needs is to have wounded princes sabotage his de-

cisions. With a solid team in place, wise leaders listen attentively 

to what everyone who works for them has to say, and build on 

each team member’s strengths.”

“Furthermore, wise rulers help their people learn and develop. 

They encourage their people; they cheer them on. Nothing great 

was ever achieved without enthusiasm. In fact, enthusiasm is the 

greatest asset in the world. It beats money, power, and infl uence. 

Wise rulers inspire their people to engage in efforts beyond expec-

tations; they motivate for excellence. Foregoing management by 

guilt, they give each team member constructive feedback. They 

invite feedback from others in return, which helps to keep their 

feet fi rmly planted on the ground. They create an atmosphere of 

constructive confl ict resolution, where no one is afraid to ask ques-

tions or give opinions.”

“As you have demonstrated yourself by showing compassion 

to me, every ruler needs to have empathy. To rule effectively, 

rulers need not only to have enough self-knowledge to fi gure out 

what they’re all about, but they also need to be capable of putting 

themselves in their subjects’ shoes. A test that wise rulers should 

submit themselves to on a regular basis is asking themselves whether 

they’d like to have themselves as king.”
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The hermit looked thoughtful and put up fi rst one fi nger, then 

another and another and another, as if enumerating points in his 

head. Then he began again. “Returning to the question of 

empathy,” he said, “wise rulers have to come across as authentic: 

they need to show that they care deeply about their people and 

about the mission they’re undertaking.”

The king sat for a while, considering the hermit’s sage advice, 

and then thanked his host for sharing his wisdom. He returned 

home determined to be the wise ruler the hermit had described.

T R A N S C E N D I N G  T H E  L E A D E R S H I P  C R I S I S

Unfortunately, wise rulers—men and women who follow the 

hermit’s advice—are exceedingly rare, in politics as in business. 

Most leaders aren’t in the league the hermit described. Many have 

no focus, don’t know how to select or build a team, lack coaching 

skills, are poor listeners, don’t know how to inspire their people, 

put their interests ahead of their people’s—the list goes on and on. 

Leaders with character faults such as these breed skepticism, cyni-

cism, distrust, and perfunctory performance.

Some societal observers talk of a leadership crisis, and perhaps 

they’re right. Too many leaders manage for the short run, incapable 

of making the tough decisions that are needed for long-term sur-

vival. Too many leaders say one thing and do another, violating 

the trust of their people. Too many leaders abuse the word empow-

erment, leaving it an empty slogan. Too many leaders say, “People 

are our greatest asset”—and then let half the workforce go. It’s no 

wonder there’s been an increase in employee alienation, dissatisfac-

tion, exclusion, apathy, and disempowerment.

The irony is that many dysfunctional leaders mean well; they 

truly do. But they’re psychologically illiterate, as unaware of their 

strengths as they are of their weaknesses. They don’t know how 

they act or how they’re perceived, much less why. They’re unable 
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to integrate the shadow side of their behavior into conscious 

awareness, because they don’t know they have a shadow side. It’s 

quite ironic that although many leaders see value in learning new 

skills, they rarely see value in taking a closer look at the ingrained 

character patterns that they bring to the use of those skills. And 

yet it’s those very patterns that dictate behavior and decisions!

Unfortunately, as long as dysfunctional behavior patterns are 

unconscious, leaders aren’t able to align stated practices with what 

they really practice. Walking the talk isn’t possible if they don’t 

see their limp. As long as they’re unaware of the script in their 

inner theater, they’ll continue to send mixed and confusing mes-

sages to others. This is a fi xable problem, and yet because unearth-

ing the mental and emotional patterns that dictate behavior can 

be both uncomfortable and disorienting, many leaders opt not to 

even try. Too often, people in positions of leadership prefer not to 

take that painful journey into the self. They fi nd it much easier 

not to look. They prefer not to take personal responsibility for 

organizational setbacks, because it’s so much simpler to blame 

others (or the economy) for their own lack of performance, poor 

communication, ineffective problem-solving, and inappropriate 

behavior. That lack of personal involvement may be successful in 

the short run, but eventually it will ruin their credibility. The 

people who work for a leader who isn’t willing to take ownership 

of his or her emotions and actions end up feeling manipulated and 

misled, and they respond with a lack of commitment to the organ-

ization. A leader’s dysfunctional behavior patterns not only show 

up as a rot at the top, but they also spread rot throughout the 

organization.

T R U E  S E L F  V E R S U S  FA L S E  S E L F

Like the wise king in the story above, many leaders (political, 

business or otherwise) struggle with the kind of persona they 
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should present to the outside world. They wonder how to present 

themselves; how they should act for maximum effectiveness. They 

ask themselves, What are the dos and don’ts of being successful as 

a leader? What should I show of myself? Can I show my true self, 

the real essence of who I am, or would that get in the way of good 

management?

In Shakespeare’s play Hamlet we fi nd Polonius’s wise advice 

to Laertes:

“This above all: To thine own self be true,

And it must follow, as the night the day,

Thou canst not then be false to any man.” (Hamlet, 1.iii, p. 78)

This is easier said than done, of course. Leaders who have a strong 

sense of who they are—and they’re the minority, for sure—are 

true to themselves without hesitation, but leaders who lack this 

sense of self send out confusing signals. What’s worse, such leaders 

may not be aware (or may be only subliminally aware) that their 

presentation of self in the public domain is less than sincere. As 

William Shakespeare once said, “Life is but a stage and we are but 

actors upon it.” Perhaps taking that line as normative, some leaders 

present a false image of themselves at all times, but uncomfort-

ably—as if reading from a script written for someone else. They’re 

always on stage, but speaking the wrong lines and playing the 

wrong part.

Many leaders have become so conditioned to playing a part, 

to putting on a mask, that they’ve forgotten any other way to be. 

They don’t act or react according to their own beliefs, but accord-

ing what they think others think those beliefs should be. Polls and 

opinion leaders tell them what to do. And as the years go by, the 

part begins to feel familiar, the mask so often used that it hardens 

into an iron mask that can’t be removed. Even for people used to 

this sort of “theater,” always having to play a role—never being 

able to be oneself—is a burden that grows heavier with the years. 
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Eventually people forget what their true self is about. Having 

played a role, or several different roles (depending on the audi-

ence), for so long, they become confused about what they stand 

for. On a true-false self spectrum, the person takes on increasingly 

a false self persona.

When leaders always take on roles, when they live under the 

shadow of an imposed identity, they can’t become well-rounded 

human beings. Furthermore, it becomes diffi cult to build genuine 

connections with other people. That restriction on self and on 

relationships spells trouble: mental health specialists maintain that 

the experience and presentation of an authentic sense of self is 

central to our ability to function as effective, healthy human beings 

[1]. Only by trying to show what we really stand for, only by 

allowing congruence between our inner and outer theater, can we 

feel truly alive and genuinely passionate about what we’re doing. 

In the business arena, only then can we truly have a transforming 

impact on the people that we lead. Without a clear sense of self, 

one can’t relate in an authentic and effective way to others.

On the other hand, people who are authentic, who are more able 

to function according to their true self, tend to be more centered, 

balanced, compassionate, forgiving, sensitive, peaceful, secure, and 

self-confi dent. They have a more optimistic outlook on life, report a 

higher level of self-esteem, and feel a greater sense of life satisfaction. 

And because they feel more alive, they’re more likely to pursue what-

ever they’re doing with zest and enjoyment, and to be committed to 

causes they believe in. In addition, they’re realistic about life’s possi-

bilities and thus less likely to engage in self-delusion. In terms of 

relationships, authentic people tend to be socially engaged, given 

their capacity to express their emotions in a sincere manner. That 

quality makes them receptive to others, and vice versa.

Authenticity implies accepting oneself, warts and all. It means 

acting according to one’s values, preferences, and needs as opposed 

to acting merely to please others. Authentic people demonstrate 
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behavior that refl ects self-determination, autonomy, and choice, 

as opposed to behavior that’s been imposed on them by others. 

Valuing openness and truthfulness in their close relationships, they 

summon the courage to be vulnerable through self-disclosure, so 

as to develop genuine intimacy and trust, whether among friends 

or in the workplace [2].

So if presenting more of one’s true self makes a person happier, 

why do so many people—so many leaders, in particular—wear a 

mask? From a developmental perspective, a major contributing 

factor is that many of these people (as children) were never permit-

ted to express their real feelings and pursue their own needs. Very 

little psychological space was given to them when they were 

growing up. Their stories typically reveal that they were forced to 

become extensions of whoever was taking care of them. By that I 

mean that the needs of others became more important than their 

own. In an environment that they perceived as dangerous, they 

used pleasing others as a survival tactic. If they were daring enough 

to express a wish or feeling, it only led to diffi culties: anger, 

perhaps, or abandonment. Unable to express themselves honestly, 

they failed to establish a wholesome, secure sense of self. For the 

purpose of emotional survival, they had no choice but to conform 

and to present a false self, a persona more acceptable to the external 

world. Normal, adaptive socialization processes were overridden 

by the child’s survival urge. Thus they would assume a more 

extreme position on the true-false self axis.

This false self, then, is a form of “protective reaction” against 

feelings of rejection, pain, and abandonment. It’s a way of avoiding 

psychological injury. If it continues over time, the developing child 

has no foundation for a secure sense of identity; instead, the ground 

is laid for a stunted, disfi gured, impoverished sense of self. As time 

goes by, the true self becomes too weak to stand up to the overbear-

ing false self; it retreats, coming out only in disguise. The false self 

has in effect become the person. This sort of development creates 

individuals who are out of tune with themselves, out of touch with 
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what they really are. And because they don’t feel good in their skin, 

they continue to seek the protection of role-playing and gamesman-

ship—but unconsciously: the false self has become such an inseparable 

part of their way of dealing with the external world that they don’t 

even recognize it as a protective shell. Once formed and functioning, 

the false self stifl es any further development of the true self. The false 

self has become a proxy for the true self, able to absorb any pain that 

the caretakers (or later important fi gures) infl ict on it.

Though the true self is all but forgotten, it lives in tension with 

the false self. Because of this tension, inauthentic people lack spon-

taneity, curiosity, and creativity, and they’re dependent on the 

reactions of others. Because of their insecurity, they count on 

gamesmanship to get ahead, and they prefer short-term expediency 

over long-term effectiveness. Lacking a strong sense of self, they 

end up thinking, feeling, and behaving in ways that are contrary 

to their well-suppressed inner feelings. That breeds more tension, 

and a strong sense of unreality.

In relating with others, inauthentic people depict emotions, 

but something seems to be missing. They behave as if they had 

intense emotional experiences; they behave as if they had a strong 

emotional life. In reality, though—as the people they deal with 

soon realize—their emotional experiences are extremely shallow. 

Thus inauthentic people are incapable of engaging in truly inti-

mate relationships. Although they give the appearance of normal-

ity, demonstrating ordinary human emotions, that normality is a 

pretense; chameleon-like, they adopt whatever emotion or quality 

the situation seems to call for. Although they pretend to feel 

or to care, deep inside they feel or care very little. Although 

they pretend to be interested in others, it’s mostly show. The 

inability to invest emotionally in anything leads to feelings of self-

estrangement: inauthentic people feel disconnected from their 

environment, empty at the core [3].

This inability to connect makes work, life, and play activities 

unbalanced for inauthentic people. Not as noticeable early in their 
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career, this problem tends to come to the fore as people age; 

increasingly they begin to feel unintegrated and depersonalized. 

As they become more unfocused, empty, and insecure, they may 

come to realize that something is wrong in their dealings with 

others; they may fi nd it harder to deny their responsibility in this 

matter. Eventually, it may dawn on them that it’s they themselves, 

not others, who are the problem.

Unfortunately, the business setting is a stage where the false 

self seems to fl ourish. Presenting a false self may even be a 

professional advantage, because it facilitates conforming to or-

ganizational norms, doing what’s expected. Chameleon-like 

behavior—the ability to pick up signals from the outside and 

adjust one’s actions accordingly (exactly as one was trained to do 

in childhood)—serves the ambitious businessperson well. Given 

the superfi ciality of relationships in many organizations, the 

inability to present a true sense of self makes it easy for both 

novice offi ce workers and executives to change their role accord-

ing to the requirements of the situation. They’re perfectly willing 

to demonstrate “true” commitment to whatever the organization 

stands for—it’s only a game.

This gamesmanship comes with a price, however. Being out 

of touch with one’s inner world—being dominated by a false 

self—produces feelings of distress and alienation. The more 

successful the inauthentic individual gets to be, the more unreal 

he or she typically feels. Although they’re successful in doing 

what’s expected of them, they feel increasingly estranged from 

their inner world. There’s more and more of a disconnect. 

As their own feelings of doubt and anxiety grow, their inau-

thenticity begins to be picked up by their audience. The people 

to whom they direct their gamesmanship, sensing that some-

thing is off, begin to feel manipulated. Those in the “audience” 

begin to recognize that what they’re seeing is all smoke and 

mirrors. They realize that they’re victims of true impression 

management.
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AU T H E N T I C I T Y:  B E YO N D  T H E 

G U L AG  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Why all this talk of false selves and true selves? Because a sense of 

true self, of feeling good in one’s skin, an experience of authenticity, 

is absolutely essential to effective, sustainable leadership. Leaders who 

want to get the best out of their people need to possess this quality; 

no ifs, ands or buts. But combining authenticity and leadership results 

in a very different leadership style from the 20th-century model.

Leadership in the New World of Work

Leaders in the 21st century need to realize that the command, 

control, compartmentalization organization is a thing of the past. 

In our postindustrial society, where knowledge workers are the 

majority, getting the best out of people requires leadership that 

fosters interaction, information, and innovation. To be successful, 

organizations need leaders who are able to present themselves as 

they are, who have confi dence in combination with humility, and 

who are viewed by others as having integrity and being worthy 

of trust. To be such a leader, people must be aware of (and trust 

in) their motives, feelings, and desires; recognize their strengths 

and weaknesses; understand their personality characteristics and 

emotional states; and know how their unconscious feelings (and 

the upbringing that caused those feelings) affect their behavior. 

They must limit “stagecraft” and gamesmanship in interacting 

with others, responding to people with sincerity and sensitivity 

because they truly care about others. They must take responsibility 

for their actions, living the principles they espouse. And they must 

be willing to face reality as it is, not as they wish it were, rejecting 

selective perception.

Effective leadership in the 21st century will depend heavily on 

networking structures, which imply a focus on relationships. That’s 
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why authentic leadership will be crucial to business success in the 

coming century. Authentic leadership already offers a competitive 

advantage, because such leadership contributes to an honest assessment 

of why a particular business exists and what the priorities of the organ-

ization will be. Authentic leaders possess a greater dose of emotional 

intelligence. Because authentic leaders are more in tune with their 

inner theater (and thus are better able to pay attention to the inner 

theater of others), they are more equipped to “read” and articulate 

what lies unspoken in the hearts and minds of their employees. That 

sense of understanding creates in employees a sense of involvement 

and commitment. Thus authentic leaders—executives more in touch 

with their true selves—by speaking to the collective imagination of 

their people, create a group identity.

Authentic leaders pay great attention to the work environment. 

They realize that congruence between the needs of the employees 

and the needs of the organization is essential to organizational effec-

tiveness. They recognize that if the organization’s leadership is able 

to create such congruence, their people will enjoy a feeling of self-

determination; they will feel in control of their destiny. Knowing that 

they’re powerful only to the extent that they empower other people, 

they want their staff to have a voice in what they do and where they 

go. By helping people believe in themselves, and by acknowledging 

and addressing people’s needs and wishes, authentic leaders are able to 

pull extraordinary effort and creativity out of their staff.

Although authentic leaders realize that competitive wages are 

important, they also know that their employees are looking for 

more than money, because they themselves share the same outlook. 

Although well paid for their services, they don’t fall victim to the 

greed factor (as a number of prominent US CEOs have recently 

done). Rather, they truly want people to believe that they’re 

making a difference, both to the organization and, in some small 

sense, to the world. Thus authentic leaders build organizations 

where the contributions of all employees are valued and recog-

nized. That’s what empowerment is all about.
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In addition, authentic leaders go to great lengths to contribute 

to their people’s sense of competence, helping them gain a feeling 

of personal growth and development. Because they know that 

people are stimulated by learning new things, they take respons-

ibility for developing their people. They realize that if their 

employees are expected to make an extraordinary effort in a 

rapidly changing world, they need to gain new knowledge 

and develop new competencies. They also need to share this 

knowledge with others. Thus shared learning is a key pattern in 

organizations headed by leaders who are authentic.

Authentic leaders are cultural architects, creating a frame-

work for the kind of values that make an organization a great 

place to work. They introduce a set of meta-values into their 

organizations—values that transcend the more traditional, generic 

listing of values found in most organizations. These values incor-

porate and use the motivational need systems discussed in 

Chapter 1.

The fi rst of these meta-values is a sense of community. When 

employees feel a sense of belonging in the workplace, trust and 

mutual respect fl ourish, people are prepared to help others, the 

work group becomes cohesive, and goal-directedness thrives. An 

organization’s sense of community can be enhanced in various 

ways. These include building an organizational architecture that 

favors small units, pushing decision-making down, ensuring fair 

process, aspiring toward transparency, and practicing distributed, 

shared leadership. This last element is a tenet of faith for authentic 

leaders, who are committed to developing leadership capabilities 

at every level of the organization. Distributed leadership is a 

strange beast: it’s made possible by a sense of community, but it 

also encourages a sense of community. In organizations where 

everyone takes a part in leadership, authentic leaders take vicarious 

pleasure in coaching their younger executives and watching their 

accomplishments. This experience of generativity—of caring for 

others—is a source of creativity and contributes to feelings of 
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continuity in the mentor, who can see his or her efforts continuing 

through the work of successors.

Authentic leaders realize that taking people on an exciting, 

adventurous journey gratifi es humankind’s essential motivational 

need for exploration and assertion. Exploration, enjoyment, entre-

preneurship, creativity, and innovation are all closely linked. Thus 

the second meta-value is a sense of enjoyment. In truly effective 

companies, employees enjoy their work. Indeed, they “have 

fun”—words not often associated with the workplace. And yet 

playfulness fosters mental health. Furthermore, authentic leaders 

realize that happy employees make for happy customers. Employ-

ees will fi nd it hard to smile at a customer when they are not happy 

themselves. They recognize that in far too many companies a sense 

of enjoyment is either ignored or, worse, discouraged. They know 

that if employees feel that they’re working in a gulag, they won’t 

want to make the extra effort for their clientele. Furthermore, they 

know that in gulag organizations, imagination is stifl ed and inno-

vation squelched.

Finally, authentic leaders pay attention to the third meta-value: 

a sense of meaning. They know that people will work for money 

but will die for a cause. As has been said, the best use for life is to 

spend it on something that will outlast it. Authentic leaders know 

that that statement applies to life in organizations too. They realize 

that when what an organization does is presented in the context 

of transcending one’s personal needs—presented as improving 

people’s quality of life, say, or helping people, or contributing 

something to society—the impact on workers is extremely 

powerful.

With that understanding, authentic leaders are able to create a 

sense of meaning that gets the best out of their people, drawing 

forth imagination and creativity. In such organizations people 

experience a sense of “fl ow”—that is, a feeling of total involvement 

and concentration in whatever they’re doing [4]. Authentic leaders 

know that people are at their best, at their happiest, when they’re 
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fully engaged in work that they enjoy on a journey toward a goal 

that they themselves established.

Authentizotic Organizations

Organizations and leadership that cultivate and honor the above 

meta-values are what I like to call “authentizotic,” a label that 

melds the Greek words authenteekos (authentic) and zoteekos (vital 

to life). In its broadest sense, that fi rst part of the label, authentic, 

describes something that conforms to fact and is therefore worthy 

of trust and reliance. As with the executive who is authentic, an 

authentic workplace is one that has a compelling connective quality 

for its employees in its vision, mission, culture, and structure. The 

organization’s leadership has communicated clearly and convinc-

ingly not only the how of work but also the why, revealing 

meaning in each person’s task. The organization’s leadership walks 

the talk; they set the example.

The zoteekos (vital to life) element of the authentizotic organ-

ization refers to those aspects of the workplace that give people 

the sense of fl ow mentioned earlier and help build a sense of per-

sonal wholeness, making people feel complete and alive. People 

feel that they’re appreciated, that their contributions are recog-

nized. Zoteekos allows for self-assertion in the workplace and 

produces a sense of effectiveness and competency, of autonomy, of 

initiative, creativity, entrepreneurship, and industry; it also responds 

to the human need for exploration.

The challenge for twenty-fi rst-century leadership is to develop 

authentic leaders and employees, and to create authentizotic organ-

izations. The acquisition of greater authenticity will take time, but 

it’s time well spent. The work of understanding one’s own inner 

theater and that of one’s colleagues will be a challenge, but it’s well 

worth the effort. The time and energy spent on improving emo-

tional intelligence results not just in personal gratifi cation (though 
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such work is personally rewarding), but also in value for the orga-

nization and its people.

Authentizotic organizations, recognizing the value of such 

work, help their people accomplish it. They encourage their leaders 

to invite professional help in uncovering their psychological drivers 

and making the personal shifts necessary for greater authenticity 

in leadership; and they offer interventions such as those described 

in Part Two of this book. They recognize the need for transitional 

space as their people embark on radical change and new 

beginnings.

Authentizotic organizations acknowledge that happiness isn’t 

an outside job; it’s an inside job. They recognize that people want 

not only a job, but also a life, because the quality of life determines 

the quality of relationships. Thus authentizotic organizations are 

easily recognized: their employees maintain a healthy balance 

between personal and organizational life, they take time for self-

examination, and they exercise their imagination daily. They’re 

not only just doing but also being. As the psychoanalyst Erich 

Fromm once said, “Man’s main task in life is to give birth to 

himself, to become what he potentially is. The most important 

product of his effort is his own personality.” Authentizotic orga-

nizations recognize that all people would like to know before they 

die what they’re running from, and to, and why.

Authentizotic organizations encourage their people to think, 

and then—saints preserve us!—encourage them to take revolu-

tionary action. They help people learn to trust the men and women 

they work for, enjoy what they’re doing, and feel passion for and 

pride in their work. They minimize secrecy and encourage 

information-sharing, see diversity of all kinds as a competitive 

advantage, are open to change, and strive to be the building blocks 

in creating better societies.

The positive ambiance created by authentic leaders in authen-

tizotic organizations creates “virtuous cycles” for both leaders and 

followers: in helping others, people help themselves. And those 
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virtuous cycles cultivate both authenticity and passion, which are 

at the heart of effectiveness in the business world. As noted earlier, 

people who experience passion are acting in accordance with their 

true self. The French philosopher Diderot once said, “Only pas-

sions, great passions, can elevate the soul to great things.” Authen-

tic leaders take that credo to heart: they believe that if they create 

authentizotic organizations, the work that they and their people 

do will succeed in tomorrow’s marketplace, and that their organiz-

ations will ride with grace the new global economy’s surging waves 

of change.
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