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Prologue




There they are, laid out joyously on your kitchen table: two job offers from two different companies. The generous pay packet is the same, although the benefits vary a little, and both demand the skills that you somewhat creatively claimed for yourself on your CV. Unsure about which way to turn, you consult the oracle of the 21st century: Google. You look up information about each company’s chief executive officer, as a way of gauging the culture, the heartbeat, of the organisation you might turn your life over to. Your discovery? That, as of last year, one CEO – let’s call him John – earns a salary of a dollar a year. This is no tricksy financial illusion: there are no lavish stock options to cushion the miserly blow. Your heart sinks, because you think it could be a sign that the company is in decline.

Then you spot the letter he sent to his employees the previous year, stating, ‘… The tremendous success of [the company] has provided me with far more money than I ever dreamed I’d have and far more than is necessary for either my financial security or personal happiness … I am now 53 years old and I have reached a place in my life where I no longer want to work for money, but simply for the joy of the work itself and to better answer the call to service that I feel so clearly in my own heart. Beginning [this year], my salary will be reduced to $1, and I will no longer take any other cash compensation …’ John goes on to say that the company is starting a hardship fund for employees, and that the company board has decreed that nobody, not even the directors, can be paid more than 19 times the average salary earned on the shop floor.1

And then there’s the other CEO, Lawrence. He is a constant fixture on the list of the world’s best-paid CEOs. He has a fleet of private jets and lives in one of the most expensive homes in the world, a 23-acre Japanese-themed extravaganza. And one of the most memorable things you find online about him is a joke: ‘What’s the difference between Lawrence and God? God doesn’t think he’s Lawrence.’ Then comes the mental maths: with a remuneration of $57 million, Lawrence earns 1,000 times the salary you’ve been promised.2

You might want to be Lawrence, but the likelihood is that you’d feel more comfortable answering to John. Why? It’s hard to articulate; the feeling is based more on instinct. You could go out for a beer with John; you’d feel like a serf sipping sake with Lawrence. By the way, these are not mythical CEOs but real ones: John Mackey, of Whole Foods Market, the organic foods company, and Larry Ellison, who runs the software giant Oracle.

Our brand new theory of leadership, grounded in evolutionary science, explains why a potential employee is more likely to plump for John than for Lawrence (unless you’re the kind of person who really does want to be Larry Ellison, in which case you’ll swallow the short-term inequity for the slim possibility of a spectacular long-term gain). Not only that, but, when viewed in the context of this theory, much of human behaviour – the leadership styles we prefer, and those we abhor – begins to make sense: why we don’t like middle managers, why we prefer the political devil we know to the angel we don’t, why we bristle at extravagance among leaders, and why there is universal interest in the domestic minutiae of political figures. Our theory accommodates all the familiar features of the leadership landscape – charisma, personality traits, alpha males, the glass ceiling for women, nature versus nurture – but, unlike other leadership theories, brings them together in a way that makes sense.

We have a name for this bigger picture: evolutionary leadership theory (ELT). Its name reflects our contention, backed up by observations and experiment, that leadership and followership emerged during the course of human evolution and that their foundations were laid long before humans evolved. We call them adaptive behaviours. When scientists use the word ‘adaptive’ to describe a behaviour, they mean that it emerged during the course of evolution in order to enhance an organism’s chances of reproduction by enabling it to adapt to the environment. Evolution selected for a combination of leaders and followers in human society; a template for these behaviours eventually became ‘hard-wired’ into the human brain. As you’ll see, there is an abundance of evidence that leadership and followership are automatic and (usually) beneficial. Groups of strangers speedily and spontaneously arrange themselves into a led group when asked to carry out a task, and led groups invariably fare better than groups without leaders. There is, as all of us already know, something instinctive and unforced about human leadership. The ubiquity of leadership and followership in the hierarchy of life – from fish to bees to humans – also suggests that tagging behind a competent leader is a smart way for any species, not just Homo sapiens, to prosper.

This brings us to the distinctive and unique feature of evolutionary leadership theory. We tackle leadership by doing something startlingly simple: turning back the clock and revisiting its origins. Human leadership as we know it had to start somewhere, and it began more than two million years ago on the African savannah with the birth of the species Homo. Our ancestors teamed up to hunt, to fight, to live, to love – and, because tribes showing strong leadership thrived, leadership and followership came to be part of the fabric of human life. This perspective makes Naturally Selected very different from most of the other books on leadership psychology, which often start by scrutinising a great leader and then combing through his background to fathom what makes him tick (no apologies for the male bias here; accounts of successful female leaders are rare, and we’ll explain why later on). Such biographies, while making compelling reading, rarely provide insight beyond the psychology of the lantern-jawed hero gazing out assertively from the front cover.

Natrurally Selected, on the other hand, applies to each and every one of us. It goes back to basics. It transports us back to the beginning, to trace how leadership emerged and changed over an evolutionary time period of several million years. If there is any central figure in the book, it is evolution’s Everyman. Conceptually, we believe that the psychology of leadership and followership emerged in our species (as well as in many others) as a response to the challenges of survival and reproduction, which are the ultimate aim of any organism. We should note here that we are adopting an evolutionary perspective which applies insights from evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology to questions concerning leadership.3 An evolutionary perspective assumes that certain cognitive capacities, such as language, evolved to solve certain problems that would have preoccupied our ancestors, such as finding shelter and food. This book is not about explaining the specifics of evolutionary psychology; rather, we start from the (very reasonable and widely held) assumption that our brains and psychology were sculpted by evolutionary pressures, just as our bodies were. Combining and integrating insights about leadership from psychology, biology, neuroscience, economics, anthropology and primatology, evolutionary leadership theory investigates what those evolutionary pressures may have been, how they might have prompted differing leadership styles throughout human history, and, finally, attempts to cast some light on what this means for us today. So, for example, we’ll find out why people are generally happier in smaller companies than industrial behemoths (absenteeism is a good measure of employee satisfaction, and rates are lower in small companies), and why employers should be suspicious of interviewees who change jobs frequently. If you’re concerned about the amount of time your underlings spend around the water cooler – don’t be. Gossip is an entirely natural and frankly ineradicable method of winkling out unsuitable managers, although you might not be so keen on office hydration if you’re an office ogre. In which case, you should hand in your notice now and hope that your new employer doesn’t pick up this book.

You’ll discover that, when it comes to the workplace, the pinstripes conceal an ancient brain. That statement is not intended as an insult either to you or your ancestors; it’s a fact. First, evolution works on such long timescales that all of us have, more or less, the brains that our African ancestors did, even if your entire white-skinned family has blond hair and blue eyes. Second, we are not entitled to disrespect our forebears: it is thanks to their resourcefulness that Homo sapiens has risen to become the most successful species on earth. Whether your distant African relatives were despots or peacemakers, you would not exist were it not for their instinct for survival. Still, the fact is that we are ancient brains trying to make our way in an ultra-modern world; when shiny new corporate ideas rub up against our creaking, millennia-old psyches, the clash can make us feel uneasy. This is a recurrent message in Naturally Selected, and one worth listening to: nobody wants workplaces to become havens of primitivism, but we do seem happiest when our working environments echo facets of ancestral tribal life – a close-knit structure governed loosely by trusted elders, in which every member was valued for his or her unique contribution to group living and survival.

Evolutionary leadership theory is the first scientific theory of leadership that is consistent with evolutionary theory and attempts to integrate knowledge from across the behavioural sciences to make sense of the richness of data and observations about leadership. By ‘scientific’ we mean, first of all, that our theory generates predictions that we can test. As you’ll see, our theory generates a major idea: the Mismatch Hypothesis. This contends that our relatively primitive brains, which prime us for membership of fairly small, egalitarian tribes, find it tough to cope with the mammoth corporate and civic structures of the 21st century. Sure, we can be the conscientious employee in the faceless corporation and the dutiful citizen in the metropolis, but a surprisingly high proportion of us crave more intimacy in the way we interact with our co-workers, bosses and civic leaders. Because of this psychological mismatch, our brains are still wired to seek out leaders who display physical and behavioural traits that our ancestors would have prized on the savannah (which is why we like tall, strong-jawed leaders).

Our theory is also scientific in the sense that it details a wealth of empirical evidence, much of it conducted by one of the authors and published in world-leading, peer-reviewed scientific journals (although, for the purposes of simplicity, we’ll use the pronoun ‘we’ throughout the whole book to refer to both authors, even when discussing research done in Mark’s laboratory). Peer review, which is the practice of fellow scientists deciding whether your work is worth publishing, is a treasured form of quality control in scholarly circles. Getting your research into a decent journal means it has passed under the noses of several experts, all of whom think it meets minimum standards of accuracy and integrity. It is a stamp of confidence that the study or project was designed in such a way that the results can be considered reliable and reproducible. This means that much of what you’ll read is not balanced precariously on a froth of anecdotes and parable but built on a solid foundation of rigorous observations and experimental data. While we have strived to make Naturally Selected accessible to everyone, we hope that its intellectual rigour remains uncompromised (you’ll find both technical and popular references for each chapter, and this Prologue, at the back of the book).

But Naturally Selected isn’t meant to be dry and humourless – we hope you’ll find it an enlightening and enjoyable voyage of self-discovery. Because evolutionary leadership theory is a way of understanding who we are and why we behave the way we do. It is meant to provide us with an account of human behaviour we recognise in ourselves and those around us. In short, it is intended for anyone who is human. For example, cultures and societies all over the world possess a remarkably consistent idea of the qualities they covet in a leader, which suggests to us that a universal concept of leadership is etched deeply in the human psyche, along with other universal human capacities such as language. Why can nobody find a good word to say about middle managers? Is it because ancestral tribes never practised middle management, and we have no idea how to respond appropriately to a person sandwiched between power and serfdom? Why do we like it when the boss asks after our kids or remembers our birthdays? Is it because, for a large part of human evolutionary history, we spent time in close-knit groups of 100–150 people, each of whom knew us and our kids personally? Why do we look up to tall politicians and down on short ones? Is the preference a hangover from a time when conflicts were dealt with by intimidation and force rather than by negotiation, when physical presence really mattered? And why does almost everyone think hard-working male executives are high-flyers but female CEOs are bitches? Is it because, somewhere in that primitive psyche, we secretly think women should be in domestic and mat ernal servitude, following the long-established pattern of our female ancestors? This last question leads us to an important disclaimer: we aim to explain, not excuse. If we recognise these primitive prejudices – there is no better word to describe some of our instinctive beliefs – we can navigate around them to appoint more competent people at the top, whether they are black, female or under five feet tall (maybe even all three).

In the chapters that follow, we’ll be taking a grand tour through the leadership landscape, first in terms of what existing literature tells us, and, later on, in terms of what evolutionary leadership theory reveals. We’ll set the scene in Chapter 1 by offering a definition of leadership and revisiting what we already know about those at the top – such as their tendency to be highly intelligent and ambitious – and how they crop up in every walk of life. We mostly encounter leadership in the workplace and in political life but we also find it, and followership, in other social settings: among friends and family, in gangs and in religions. We’ll briefly explore some of the major theories in leadership literature.

In Chapter 2, we’ll swoop into the animal kingdom, to find out how leadership and followership evolved in ants, bees, fish and non-human primates. We’ll also try to answer the basic question of why we have leaders and followers at all. This is where the science really begins, with game theory, a mathematical approach that allows scientists to model the behaviour of individuals as agents interacting with each other over a particular time period. From this, a clear pattern emerges: one leader teamed up with one follower usually gets the best results. Having two leaders is as ineffective as having two squabbling, competing cooks, with neither agreeing to the other’s recipe and so neither getting fed; two followers make for a uselessly passive (though perhaps politer) situation where, again, nothing gets done. We’ll also take a small detour into the world of Charles Darwin, whose insights on the pressures of evolution have ultimately shaped evolutionary leadership theory.

If leadership is the preserve of the few, we’ll discover in Chapter 3 that followership is the choice of the many. In fact, there is plenty of evidence pointing to a default ‘follow’ setting in the human brain (think back to the last time you heard a fire alarm; it’s a good bet that your decision to ignore it or heed it was based on what you saw other people doing). We are, in effect, primed to follow the crowd, which explains the phenomena of Twitter, weird fashion trends and stock market crashes. This instinct to go with the flow can trip us up if our crowd happens to be a gang, a cult or a terrorist organisation. We examine different degrees of followership, from the nonchalant bystanders to the suicidal diehards; we’ll also examine their motivations.

In Chapter 4, we’ll mingle with ethnographers and anthropologists who have studied hunter-gatherer communities existing today or within the past century. These societies are, perhaps, our most accurate window on how life would have been lived by our ancestors. In this chapter we meet the Big Men, tribesmen of skill and importance, who wore their elevated status lightly. We’ll contrast the relative flatness of these small-scale human societies with the dominance hierarchies of other primates. Somewhere along the evolutionary timeline, we broke away from a despotic primate heritage to become a (fairly) democratic ape. We came to accept a society with leaders and followers because a well-led society brings tangible benefits (such as food surpluses and profitable trade), but we didn’t want to be dominated. We introduce the strategies used by our ancestors to keep overbearing leaders in their place, from gossip to assassination.

This largely egalitarian approach to communal living, Chapter 5 explains, worked pretty well until about 13,000 years ago, when agriculture arrived and, with it, a life of plenty. For the first time in human history, people became tied to their land, both to till it and to protect the fruits of their labour. Nomads became settlers, and societies expanded to include non-relatives. This social coalescence triggered the need for more formal governance. Settlements acquired chiefs, whose new-found ability to control much of their subordinates’ lives was a recipe for corruption and nepotism. In other words, the agrarian life of plenty resulted in a bumper crop of seriously bad leaders, including warlords, despots and tyrants.

After our whirlwind tour of human societies through evolutionary history, Chapter 6 delivers us back into the 21st century, by introducing the Mismatch Hypothesis.4 Its central tenet is that our environments have modernised much faster than our brains. Industrialisation means we now work in large faceless corporations run by remote figureheads who assume charge of everything. Contrast this with a tribe in which people became leaders only in the pursuits at which they excelled, such as hunting or herbalism, for the benefit of a group in which everyone was on first-name terms. Those tribal leaders were chosen by peers, not interview boards. Could this be why so many chief executives parachuted in by management committees fail?

We survey evidence that voters prize traits such as height, physique, facial structure, oratorical skill – and a Y chromosome. These make little sense from a political theorist’s point of view, because none of these traits (except the power of oratory, which is correlated with intelligence) is obviously linked to being able to govern well. They fit neatly, however, with what we would expect from evolutionary leadership theory. We show that our ancestral biases towards tall men with square jawlines, who look like ‘one of us’, often exclude better-qualified candidates. We yearn for personal information about potential leaders too – in the absence of CVs and job appraisals, this is how our ancestors gauged the quality of potential leaders within their tribes.

Finally, Chapter 7 shows that our antique brains can be accommodated, quite happily, within today’s glass-and-concrete corporate empires. Some companies are, unwittingly, heeding the call of the savannah and rediscovering the art of ancestral leadership and followership. Their CEOs, who we call Natural Leaders (a term chosen to emphasise a management style born of our natural, evolutionary history, and to highlight the contrast with Artificial Leaders) make sure their company units don’t grow too large, and ask juniors to appoint the executives. They have been rewarded with a happier workforce and healthier profits. We could count John Mackey, who stepped down from the Whole Foods Market empire in December last year, as a Natural Leader. We provide a checklist of ten rules born out of evolutionary leadership theory.

We also introduce, in an appendix, a suite of leadership roles that would have been crucial for ancestral survival, a broad categorisation that we hypothesise might still hold true today, and have added a questionnaire to measure these roles.5 We won’t spoil the fun by revealing any more in the Prologue – we hope that you’ll try out our questionnaire, find out your leadership type, and maybe even go online and become part of our ongoing research project.








Chapter 1
The nature of leadership




It is clear that once the question ‘Who should rule?’ is asked, it is hard to avoid some such reply as ‘the best’ or ‘the wisest’ or ‘the born ruler’ … But such a reply, convincing as it may sound – for who would advocate the rule of ‘the worst’ or ‘the greatest fool’ or ‘the born slave’ – is quite useless.

Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies

Cyril Richard Rescorla lived his life according to the principle of the eight Ps: ‘Proper prior planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance.’ Rescorla, born in Cornwall, England, and later a naturalised American citizen, learned the maxim in the army, and it would serve him well in active service, first on behalf of the British military in Cyprus and later commanding men from his adopted country in Vietnam. Both stints earned the soldier, nicknamed the Cornish Hawk, decorations for gallantry.

But Rescorla, who preferred to be called Rick, did not earn his place in history through his bravery on the battlefield. It was later in life, as a security officer for Morgan Stanley Dean Witter at the World Trade Center, that he would leave his mark. And he did it by insisting, against the advice of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, which managed the WTC, that his employer’s 2,700 staff evacuate the building on 11 September 2001, when the first plane hit the Twin Towers. With a seamlessness that came from six-monthly evacuation drills carried out at his insistence, Rescorla ensured that 2,694 of his charges made it out of the building before the centre collapsed. In a moving interview given to the New Yorker in 2002, Rescorla’s widow, Susan, revealed that the hardest thing to cope with was knowing that he could have made a decision to save his own skin and didn’t: ‘I know he would never have left until everyone was safe, until his mission was accomplished. That was his nature.’

Rescorla’s closest friend, an army buddy called Dan Hill, recalled the indomitable spirit of the rugged young soldier he fought alongside in Vietnam: ‘I knew him as a hundred-and-eighty-pound, six-foot-one piece of human machinery that would not quit, that did not know defeat, that would not back off one inch. In the middle of the greatest battle of Vietnam, he was singing to the troops, saying we’re going to rip them a new asshole, when everyone else was worrying about dying. If he had come out of that building and someone died who he hadn’t tried to save, he would have had to commit suicide.’ In March 2009, Rescorla’s two children accepted the Above and Beyond Citizen Medal on behalf of their father. The award is the highest civilian honour that can be bestowed in America; its recipients are chosen by the surviving holders of the Congressional Medal of Honor, the highest military award in the country.1

Rescorla embodies, in two distinct ways, what it is to be a leader. If we detach ourselves emotionally, we can see that he fulfilled the textbook definition of a leader, which goes something like this: a leader is someone able to exert social influence on others in order to accomplish a common goal. The Vietnam veteran was able to persuade those employees to leave their desks, despite official advice that it was safe to stay, and goosestep in pairs down through more than 40 storeys. But if we put dry definitions aside and measure his achievement against what we believe, in our hearts, leadership to be about, we also find that he comes up to scratch. He used his considerable security expertise to make a sound judgement call (the minute the first plane hit, he rang a friend saying he was sure the building would fall down), calmly marshalled employees to the exits, sang Cornish songs through a bullhorn to keep morale high on the stairwell, and selflessly kept returning to make sure nobody had been left behind. It was not just what Rescorla did on that particular day which made him a leader; it was something deep in his character. Most of us would say he was made of the ‘right stuff’, and this helped him to flourish both on the battlefield and, on 11 September 2001, in the truly terrible situation he found himself in.

We often hear about leadership in atrocities like 9/11, in natural disasters, on the battlefield, or in collective civil campaigns, such as that against racial segregation. But, once you start noticing it, you find that leadership is, in fact, everywhere. It appears to be a human universal.2 The most obvious form is political and national leadership: every nation on earth has a single person at its helm, whether it is a democratically elected politician, a monarch or a tyrant. We have business leaders, such as the Bill Gateses and Jack Welches of this world. But people who influence others to achieve a common goal – who, in fact, conform to our textbook definition of a leader – can be found in every corner of human existence: the schoolchild who seems to set the playground agenda during free play; the can-do manager who motivates his team to set sales records; the football hooligan who recruits fellow thugs to terrorise supporters of rival teams; the exasperated customer in the slow-moving bank queue who starts a mutiny; the gregarious friend who seems to end up as chief architect of your social life; the witty celebrity whose outrage on Twitter prompts 20,000 followers to sign a petition. All lead in the sense of persuading others to assist in the accomplishment of a shared objective. Some, like Rescorla and the can-do sales manager, are made of the right stuff. They lead their subjects towards the realisation of a mutually beneficial goal. But certain types of leadership, as we’ll see, are exploitative and malign, and it’s worth remembering that people can lead without being morally competent (such as the hooligans’ ringleader or the school bully).

Often, the shared objective is the leader’s objective. So becoming a leader is a good way of achieving whatever it is you want to achieve, whether it is building a well or building up support for an ideology. Not only that, but leaders reap benefits, both financial (top executives get paid more than middle-ranking ones) and sexual, because (generally male) leaders appear to get their pick of (female) followers. They also enjoy an elevated social status. We will call these perks the three S’s – representing salary, status and sex – and we will see, in later chapters, that this triumvirate of factors drives power-seeking behaviour, because they enhance the reproductive potential of the (usually) men who pursue them. Political leaders, for example, have a long and ignoble history of polygamy and infidelity.3

In fact, the three S’s have a clear relationship to each other, and to ELT: the ultimate evolutionary aim is reproductive success, which must be achieved through sex, which means catching the eye of sexual partners, which means being a man of status. And how is status signified today? Through salary. And so, thanks to evolutionary leadership theory, we have a thread linking money to power to sex.

This has to be one explanation for the preponderance of books about leadership: people buy them in the hope they can achieve leadership positions, and an accompanying helping of the three S’s. This would suggest there are hundreds of authors who understand what leadership is about. If this is true, why do we still have so many leaders in business and politics made of the wrong stuff? Why do half of chief executives fail in their jobs? Why do political leaders lead us into unwinnable wars? Why do incompetence and immorality so often come as part of the whole human leadership package?4

For the answers, we do something that no other students of leadership have yet done: travel back in time to explore the origins of human leadership. Naturally Selected is about how and why leadership evolved in our species. The ‘why’ of leadership is very rarely addressed: despite the trillions of words on the different forms leadership can take, and whether people are born to lead or can be schooled for greatness, few have paused to ask why we bother with leaders at all. Why is it that almost every social grouping – from countries to companies, councils to cults – has a figurehead out in front? Why don’t individuals break from the crowd and do their own thing? This gaping hole must be plugged if we are to truly understand the human instinct to lead and the accompanying instinct to follow.

Naturally Selected is that intellectual stopper – by stepping back deep into human history, into the societies inhabited by our ancestors, we can arrive at a deeper, more complete and pleasingly concise understanding of how the twin phenomena of leadership and followership evolved in our own and other species. It allows us to identify the ingredients of good leadership (‘good’ in the sense of both competent and moral; as we know from the besieged financial world, leadership is frequently amoral, even immoral, and incompetent) – and to understand why bad leadership flourishes. Evolutionary leadership theory proposes a brand-new framework for answering the ‘why’ question: it contends that, since humans are evolutionarily adapted to live in groups, and since groups with leaders do much better than groups without leaders, it follows that leadership and followership became prerequisites for reproductive success (which is the only kind of success that matters when it comes to evolution). Simply, groups without effective leaders died out. All of us who live today carry the psychological legacy gifted to us by our forebears: we are programmed to live in led groups and, most of the time, be obedient group members. We crave a sense of belonging, and if we don’t find it within our own families, we will seek out other collectives, such as cults or gangs, which can offer it. We want to be seen as team players, rather than outcasts; we long to be on the inside, not shivering on the fringes. As John Donne pointed out, no man is an island. We are programmed to follow; and, when the environment suits, to seek out leadership roles.

From the simplicity of this evolutionary perspective, an astonishing array of disparate, bewildering findings on leadership fall into place. We crave in our leaders maturity in a time of uncertainty, and youth and vibrancy when we ourselves yearn for societal change. We want leaders who conform to a certain physical stereotype – because they flick a subconscious switch in our brains that most of us probably don’t even know we have. Psychologists have long known about these subconscious switches or instincts: the ‘fear’ one is triggered every time we spot a big black spider, or grope desperately around in the dark for those candles we shoved in a cupboard in case there was a power cut.5 We might be sophisticated animals in the primate hierarchy, but we, like every other animal we share this planet with, have taken a long, grinding evolutionary path to get here, and our minds are littered with psychological souvenirs of the journey. When the boss puts you down in front of your colleagues, or you find out that the politician you campaigned for has been cheating on his wife, the feelings of betrayal by someone you looked up to tap into a deep, primal well of emotions first felt by our ancestors.

The other explanation for the ubiquity of books on leadership is that good leadership really, really matters. Leadership has mostly been studied in the context of armies (military leadership), nations (political leadership) and business (corporate leadership), with good reason. Fine leadership – by which we mean competent and moral, since one can be an effective, but morally bankrupt, leader – in these realms can win wars, defeat evil and create lasting prosperity, stability and happiness. Since these are desirable outcomes, it is natural to strive to understand and emulate effective leadership. But trying to capture the essence of leadership in a single theory has so far been a thankless task. The phenomenon seems too diverse, with too many variables (personality, family background, culture, education) to come together in one coherent picture of what makes an effective leader. There are so many flavours of figureheads: autocrats, tyrants, warlords, democrats and kings (and, rarely, queens). There are benevolent leaders and greedy leaders, reluctant leaders who have greatness thrust upon them and others who feel compelled to thrust their own, self-perceived greatness on others. We have charming leaders and Machiavellian leaders (often, the former turn out to be the latter, and it can be most disconcerting when the truth oozes out).

Again, evolutionary leadership theory can find a niche for all comers: for example, men classed as having Machiavellian personalities have more children than, well, nice men (although sometimes nice men end up unwittingly caring for the offspring of the Machiavellians). The truism is really true: the bad guys get the girls (and when they are in the fertile phase of their menstrual cycle women are particularly attracted to baddies, according to research). Tyrants have similarly productive loins.6 This is why these personalities stick around in the gene pool, and continue to fool us today. It is important to remind ourselves, once again, that evolution does not make a distinction between a behaviour that is morally good or bad: what matters (if anything can be said to ‘matter’ to evolution) is only that an organism lives long enough to reproduce. (We will, though, see that evolution happens to have instilled in us a well-developed sense of right and wrong, which we use to reward ‘good’ group members and punish disloyal or self-serving ones, thus sharpening group unity.)

The wide variety of environments in which we find leadership – in workplaces, in social groups, in religions – has also led to various ideas about what makes an effective leader. We have such disparate ideas as trait theory, situational theory, transactional leadership, transformational leadership.7 Some of these buzzwords relate to theories that purport to explain the ability to lead; others are simply descriptions of leadership styles. We seem especially charmed by charismatic leaders – John F. Kennedy, Jack Welch, Oprah Winfrey – but a lack of charisma is no bar to power (George W. Bush, Bill Gates). And, on top of that, each of us harbours an instinctive idea of a ‘leader’, a person who we think worthy of following and perhaps emulating, such as our 9/11 hero Rick Rescorla. It is no wonder that in his Pulitzer-prize-winning 1978 book, Leadership, James MacGregor Burns describes it as ‘one of the most observed and least understood phenomena on earth’.8 Even thirty years later, it can seem a thoroughly confusing subject, full of conjecture and speculation, anecdote and hearsay, from which it seems impossible to pull out a unifying thread.

Naturally Selected changes all that, by introducing a brandnew theory of leadership under whose umbrella all existing theories can be marshalled. Evolutionary leadership theory argues that leadership and followership were crucial to the survival of ancestral humans, and that psychological templates for leadership and followership emerged and evolved during an estimated two million years of human evolution. Some aspects of this psychology stretch back even farther, before the Homo genus (which includes us, Homo sapiens) appeared on the scene. We know that leadership and followership pre-date our species because they are found in other social animals, such as ants, bees, fish and baboons. It is difficult to date the emergence of these behaviours but, because we shared a common ancestor with each of these species, we can be sure that they originated many millions of years ago.

In the chapters that follow, we will show that psychological adaptations for both leadership and followership became part of our neurological furniture – these adaptations are, in essence, permanent physical changes in the human brain. The behaviours they elicit – leadership and, more commonly, followership – became instinctive and universal in much the same way as language did. Every human society that has ever been observed contains a minority who lead and a majority who follow, which suggests that this time-honoured way of organising human society is driven by an ancient imperative. As Arnold M. Ludwig writes in King of the Mountain, his thorough and engaging analysis of every ruler of a recognised country in the twentieth century (the emphases are his): ‘As a result of my studies, I have come to the conclusion that the reason people want to rule is the same reason all societies want a ruler: It is the natural order of things … The compelling need for a leader, often any leader, is the only way to account for many of the rulers who have emerged during this past century … there is no rule that a leader will carry out his social role wisely or well; he simply needs to do it.’9 There is another way to phrase Ludwig’s observation: that leadership and followership have become part of human nature. If so, where did that nature come from, and why?

The strength of an evolutionary approach is that it allows us to begin at the beginning, and go back to first principles. If we shake off modern ideas about leadership to walk in the nomadic steps of our ancestors, to see the world through their eyes as it existed before agriculture and urbanisation, all the contradictory, confusing and bewildering data on leadership begin to cohere. In order to survive on the savannah, our ancestors needed to stick together. This survival strategy – group living – has been drummed into our skulls through evolution. We theorise that leadership and followership evolved to help our ancestors solve problems of social coordination that group living presented, such as foraging for enough food to eat and finding somewhere safe to sleep. And from this simple premise, much becomes explicable. All the leader types we are familiar with from politics and management – the showy ones, the shady ones, the greedy ones, the magnanimous ones – have a walk-on part in the script of evolutionary leadership theory. The one thing that connects these types is that they possess a basic desire to lead. Perhaps more importantly, the one thing that unites their subordinates is that they possess a basic desire to be led.

ELT’s basic premise is this: at the dawn of human history, more than two million years ago, in the hostile environment of the African savannah, there was safety in numbers. Individuals who possessed the cognitive capacity for followership thrived better than those lacking it. By ‘cognitive capacity’ we mean a set of inbuilt ‘if-then’ rules that pushed us to follow a person, or group, when we needed to. This followership brain enabled our ancestors to make quick automatic decisions about who to tail in certain situations – for example, ‘if I am hungry, then follow the best hunter’ or ‘if my group is under attack, then follow the strongest person’. Those with a ‘followership brain’ – who instinctively understood they were safer with the crowd than going it alone – were more likely to survive until they could reproduce, and so produced more kids than individuals who struck out on their own. If we make the reasonable assumption that behaviour and personality are at least partly heritable, then parents with brains wired for followership bore children with similarly wired brains. The followership brain thus spread through the generations, as herd-shunning individuals died out. And so the cognitive blueprint for followership became a common feature of the human brain. There is, however, no market for followership in a leaderless society; there has to be someone to follow. And so the rise of followership created a demand for leaders, who could act as appropriate focal points for the group to rally around; the result is that evolution has ‘selected’ for a human society of leaders and followers.

In effect, evolution has fixed the capacity for followership – and the recognition of leadership potential – into our grey matter. It takes minimal effort to coax these facilities to the fore: we have found that, if you throw a group of people together to perform a task, it can take as little as 25 seconds for the group to nominate a leader and fall into line behind him. The chosen one will usually have some special expertise that will help the group, making him an appropriate focal point for followership (or he’ll be the loudest, and we’ll see later why good talkers are able to command leadership positions). The naturalness with which leader–follower relations spontaneously emerge within groups of people suggests it is an adaptation. In other words, it is a behaviour that has become instinctive over the course of human evolution, owing to the immense reproductive benefit it afforded our ancestors. Without the ability to pick a good leader, group living was no guarantee of survival. This is why, as we’ll discover in Chapter 6, we have developed firm, consistent and instinctive ideas of what our leaders ‘should’ look like.

Some readers will recognise that this is natural selection as applied to humans: the theory of natural selection, first elucidated by Charles Darwin in the nineteenth century, contends that certain individuals thrive better than others in their environment.10 These ‘fitter’ individuals out-reproduce their less fit compatriots. Looking to our own species, this process of genetic fine-tuning has produced a sophisticated, bipedal primate endowed not just with language and culture, but with the instinct to follow and, sometimes, lead.

We will return to this train of thought in Chapter 2, which covers the evolutionary arguments for the emergence of leadership and followership more fully. But let’s revisit the subject of this chapter: before we can unveil our new framework, we need to familiarise ourselves with what is known or inferred about leadership already. While there are volumes of leadership research out there, even journals that are dedicated to its study and analysis, there is no basic, underlying theory of how it all works. There is no master recipe for the psychology of a leader, nor universal agreement on the best leadership style to adopt in a given situation. Even defining the phenomenon is not simple. Take the Wikipedia entry on leadership, which gives us a good idea of the contemporary, collective wisdom on the subject. The second paragraph notes: ‘Leadership remains one of the most relevant aspects of the organizational context. However, defining leadership has been challenging and definitions can vary depending on the situation.’ In this book, we’ll use a broad definition of leadership as a process of social influence to attain shared goals. And since such objectives, by definition, can only be met with the cooperation of followers, Naturally Selected will investigate, in the second and third chapters, the complex, accompanying phenomenon of followership, which is often ignored. We will see that humans show a mastery of followership, which includes the ability to subvert and even overthrow leaders if necessary. Shareholder revolts – and the consequent removal of high-handed chief executives – are a modern illustration of why the power of followers should not be underestimated.

So, we might have a working definition of leadership but the psychology literature does not offer a solid unifying framework for explaining all the different guises it comes in. In the chapters that follow, we shall argue that evolutionary leadership theory provides just such a unifying framework. But before we begin unifying in Chapter 2, let’s take a step back and survey the various theories of leadership and descriptions of leadership styles that can be found in the literature.

When it comes to analysing leadership, there appear to be several ways of slicing the pie. You can focus on the qualities of the person in charge, the way he behaves, the situation in which he finds himself, or the relationship between leader and followers. Very broadly, these different perspectives give rise to about ten distinct theories of leadership, aspects of which can be mixed and matched to describe a given leader (they are not mutually exclusive). These ten theories are: the Great Man theory (that leaders are born not made, the concept closest to our idea of some people, such as Rick Rescorla, having the ‘right stuff’); trait theory (a derivative of Great Man theory, which posits that leaders are distinguished by the traits or attributes they display, such as integrity and trustworthiness); psychoanalytic theory (Freud’s idea that all social groups are representations of the family); charismatic leadership (in which a figure attracts followers purely on the basis of personality); behavioural theory (that effective leadership results from certain behaviours); situational theory (that the way leadership is executed depends on the situation); contingency theory (an expansion of situational theory, which, in addition to situation, takes account of variables such as the kind of task for which leadership is required and how much power the leader has); transactional versus transformational leadership theory (which contrasts a fairly conventional style of leadership with a more visionary, inspirational style); distributed leadership theory (which eschews a strict hierarchy for a more fluid model, in which leadership roles are shared naturally rather than being formally assigned); and servant leadership theory, in which leadership is carried out purely for the benefit of the group, often at cost to the leader himself.

A note before we begin our primer: different sources cite different numbers of leadership theories. The buffet table is crowded with competing leadership dishes, and, if we are to avoid cognitive indigestion, we should explain the thinking behind our selection. We could, for example, have absorbed the Great Man theory into trait theory; some analysts also blend the situational and contingency theories into one. We have chosen to maintain the separation between what look like quite similar concepts because, first, there are subtle differences between them, and, second, you might already have read about them elsewhere and we don’t want you to think we’ve ignored them. Similarly, transformational and charismatic leadership look like two sides of the same coin; in reality, transformational leaders want to inspire followers to effect change or transformation in an organisation, whereas charismatic leaders don’t necessarily want to change anything. The focus tends to be on them, rather than on the group, and they lead through sheer force of personality and charm rather than expertise. Having said that, charisma is a common trait of effective leaders across various cultures (think JFK, Nelson Mandela and Richard Branson), and while it is easy to spot it remains hard to define. By the way, if you suspect that charisma plays an important role in evolutionary leadership theory, you’ll be pleased to know your (ancestral) instinct is correct: as we shall see in Chapter 6, charismatic leaders occupy a hallowed place in our framework. Charismatic leaders, even those with little more to offer than their own gleaming personality, continue to charm us today because they are able to tap into that deep well of emotions that we carry around like an ancestral psychological heirloom.

The study of charisma will have some overlap with trait theory, because charisma is regarded by some researchers as an innate characteristic (the word stems from kharis, the Greek word meaning favour, indicating that the quality is bestowed divinely).

You’ll also note a chronology to the theories, with later ones tending to supersede earlier ones. It is not, however, an exact timeline; bits and pieces of various theories still hold sway among current thinkers and some older ideas, such as trait theory, have resurfaced with renewed vigour in the light of modern science (genetic studies show that some traits associated with leaders, such as intelligence and extroversion, are highly heritable). One consequence of the chronological approach is that earlier leadership studies tend to focus on political and military figures, whereas the rise of corporate culture in the twentieth century shifts the focus of later theories to leadership in the workplace (which can be termed organisational, management or business psychology). In the corporate sphere, ‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ become ‘managers’ and ‘employees’ or ‘subordinates’.

It is also important to emphasise here that, despite the following ideas being in wide circulation today, none explains the very basic question of why leaders (or followers) exist at all. They serve only as ‘proximate’ explanations, which is to say that they describe how leadership manifests itself and what forms it can take. Nonetheless, we cannot ignore them, because any theoretical framework that poses as an ultimate explanation of leadership – as evolutionary leadership theory does – will need to address them. We’ll give a brief indication, as we go along, of how these disparate but enduring ideas regarding leadership square with ELT.

The Great Man theory

The backbone of this theory, which prevailed until a century ago, is that truly great leaders are born, not made. Leadership is not really a phenomenon in its own right; rather, it seeps out, like a cloud of dry ice, from superior beings who are blessed with exceptional intelligence, energy and moral capacity (or ‘virtue’, as Aristotle put it). According to its adherents, the chosen few sweep out on to the world stage, to orchestrate some epoch-changing manoeuvre, and thus change the course of history (we defy you not to think of Winston Churchill or Alexander the Great). This theory owes much to Thomas Carlyle, the nineteenth-century Scottish historian and thinker, who gave a series of lectures in 1840 which were later written up in On Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in History. In the first lecture, Carlyle announced: ‘The History of what men have accomplished in this world is at bottom the History of the Great Men who have worked here.’11

He was not the first to advocate a biographical focus for understanding leadership; Plutarch, a learned Grecian who lived in the second century, was a prolific biographer of prominent classical figures, mostly emperors, and also sought to understood the essence of greatness. Plutarch’s most celebrated work is Parallel Lives, a series of biographical comparisons between famous Greeks and Romans, which tried to trace a common moral thread uniting each pair of subjects.12 Not that Plutarch himself necessarily bought into the Great Man ideology: he believed that the virtues associated with fine leaders could be refined by education (he thought a liberal education more important for the formation of character than nobility or wealth) and taught to others.

The Great Man theory of leadership – that a single, outstanding individual can emerge in a time of crisis and steer a nation to victory, or rescue a company from bankruptcy – still lingers today. For example, in his review of Judgment: How Winning Leaders Make Great Calls, Stephen Plotkin described the book, by Noel M. Tichy and Warren G. Bennis, as ‘a valentine to that savior-leader, especially to the all-deciding CEO’.13 The book depicts Jack Welch, the former CEO of General Electric, as such a leader. Welch, a thrice-married former engineer, attracted great praise for his time at the GE helm: he was named Manager of the Century by Fortune magazine and very much embodies the idea of a corporate hero.14 Some observers also note that religious figureheads such as Jesus Christ, Mohammed and Buddha fit the Great Man theory. As we’ll see in Chapter 4, the theory shows similarities to the Big Man concept in hunter-gatherer tribes. Big Men have an early starring role in evolutionary leadership theory, and, as we will see, their stage presence still persists today.15

The flaw in the Great Man theory is that some Great Men turn out to have been quite ordinary for most of their lives (Churchill was a national hero during the Second World War, but a relatively undistinguished politician in the years preceding it). Some show greatness only under certain conditions; this idea, that events make the man rather than the other way round, lies at the heart of situational theory (which we’ll come to later). And, as research in the 1940s and 1950s appeared to show, greatness might in fact equate to a constellation of character traits such as integrity, intelligence and self-confidence. Anyone with the requisite number of appropriate traits could be marked out for leadership, not just a preordained few. This led to the idea of trait theory.

Trait theory

The following critique of Great Man theory, made in 1950 by the unfortunately named Professor Edwin Boring, sums up the mood of the times: ‘Although the Great-Man theory cannot be wrong, since it is clear that men die having differed from one another in social effectiveness and therefore in greatness, there has been, nevertheless, for more than a century now, a growing suspicion that the theory asserts very little, since it specifies neither the attributes nor the conditions of greatness.’16

And so, at about this time, researchers did begin specifying the attributes that appeared to distinguish leaders from the crowd. These included intelligence, extroversion and ambition. The number of traits, however, kept on growing in tandem with the studies undertaken to identify them; and it soon transpired that a lack of some traits did not automatically exclude people from leadership positions. In addition, some attributes were not innate traits at all but could be learned and were therefore more accurately described as skills or competencies.

A systematic analysis of traits and skills conducted in the 1970s winnowed down the number of ‘leadership’ traits to a core set comprising such attributes as assertiveness, dominance, energy, self-confidence, persistence, alertness and ambition.17 Ralph Stodgill’s skill set for leadership trumpeted competencies such as intelligence, creativity, oral fluency, diplomacy, persuasiveness and social skills (more recent scientific research suggests some of those skills, such as fluency and intelligence, should be moved back into the ‘trait’ box).18

Even this narrower focus, however, proved frustrating to psychologists because trait theory is based on the premise that the same constellation of traits is required of all types of leaders. For trait theory to be credible, an army general should be built from the same ‘right stuff’ as a headmistress. While some particularly assertive headteachers do indeed appear to take their inspiration from the military, not all successful teachers behave like platoon commanders. And so trait theory would fall out of favour, to be replaced by an analysis of how leaders behaved, rather than their personalities or temperaments. ELT contends that ancestral leaders were dominant in very specific areas, such as peacemaking or scouting out new resources, and it is likely that different areas of expertise were occupied by tribesmen with different traits.

We should note here that personality tests repeatedly show that leaders are generally highly intelligent, ambitious and outgoing, and often lead in a variety of realms (so, a head girl will also captain the cross-country team and often become an achiever in later life; a modern example would be Meg Whitman, the former eBay CEO who is now running for the post of governor of California in the November 2010 election). We know these traits are highly heritable because identical twins, who share 100 per cent of their genes, show more similarity in these traits than non-identical twins, who share 50 per cent.19 This fits well with evolutionary leadership theory because it suggests leadership and followership are specific behaviours with a heritable component. If certain behaviours are heritable, it increases the likelihood that they have an evolutionary basis. Crudely speaking, ELT suggests that only humans with the capacity for leadership and/or followership survived in order to have children, and that each successive generation – including ours – carried the finely honed psychological imprint of its forebears.

Psychoanalytic theory

Freud, an avowed Darwinist, believed that groups were comparable to families, with the leader taking on the role of father of the ‘primitive clan’. He thus becomes the core of the group’s identity.20 His belief was that childhood experience and family dynamics determined leadership behaviour; some leaders, he thought, longed to emulate their impressive fathers, others strove for greatness in order to make up for absent fathers. His ideas were taken up by other psychoanalysts, who suggested that the charisma of a leader arose from the strong emotional bond of love and fear linking follower to leader, mirroring the bond between father and child. With Darwin, Freud believed that family relations are very important in fostering children’s growth and survival. Parental investment is also a key factor in determining whether individuals become leaders, according to evolutionary leadership theory.

The theme of fatherhood figures strongly in modern leadership thinking, with some experts theorising that fabulous success comes from striving for paternal approval. Much has been made of the fact that Barack Obama barely knew his father. Larry Ellison, the CEO of Oracle, who we met as Lawrence in the Prologue, does not know the identity of his biological father; it was not until Ellison was twelve that he found out he was adopted. Later on we discuss what ELT has to say about the role of fathers in the development of leadership.

Charismatic leadership theory

Freud’s idea that the emotional connection forged between a leader and his followers lay at the heart of leadership would encourage other academics to study the issue of charisma. This quality is fiendish to define but you know it when you see it. This kind of leadership is most often observed in groups that follow an ideology, such as a political party or a religious cult, rather than a group that is assembled to get things done (such as a company that builds and sells cars).21 Ludwig suggests that this is why politicians must rely on their personality and powers of persuasion to get elected (or appointed): ‘Because [politicians] usually have no identifiable work product attributed exclusively to them other than their ability to get others to comply with their wishes, people’s reactions to them often depend more on their personal biases, beliefs and vested interests than on any critical appraisal of a specific body of work … That is why charisma, oratory, manipulation and intimidation are often more important than wisdom, special expertise and administrative experience.’

And so a charismatic leader rises to a position of power not through what he does, but through what he is, and his ascent comes through unwavering self-belief (and sometimes narcissism). He is a human magnet; people feel drawn to him because of his personality and stirring rhetoric. In fact, so tightly enmeshed is the group’s identity with his that without him it would probably fall apart. In their scholarly analysis, David Trumbull and Patrick McNamara point out that, among our ancestors, oratorical skills would have been a good indicator of general intelligence and leadership potential. Those with a gift for language could convey meaningful information in a persuasive manner, which could have relevance to the survival of the group. Their argument, which fits naturally into ELT, is that evolution has equipped us with a kind of erudition detector: we instinctively regard good talkers as being good leaders. This, they suggest, explains why gifted speakers, even those with little experience, continue to fare so well in politics today. Evidence backs this up: leaders tend to have high verbal IQ, and the babble effect – in which the chattiest person in a group is regarded informally as the group’s leader – further demonstrates the link between talkativeness and the perception of leadership potential (regardless of whether the information conveyed is useful or relevant!).22

Of course, history shows that charisma is not always a force for good. There appears to be some correlation between charisma and Machiavellianism (an artful, cunning and manipulative form of power-seeking behaviour). As we’ll see in Chapter 6, evolutionary leadership theory claims a special niche for charismatic leaders, who seem adept at emotionally bonding large groups of strangers. Their personalities act like a kind of social glue, which preserves group unity in challenging times.

Behavioural theory

If, in the mid-twentieth century, the secrets of leadership could not be discerned by examining what effective leaders were like, perhaps the key to success was observing what they actually did. This belief would set the research agenda in the 1960s and 1970s, and shape the corporate landscape. Managerial handbooks became fashionable; these advocated different behavioural styles according to what needed to be accomplished. One of the best-known approaches was a managerial grid devised by Robert Blake and Jane Mouton. One axis recorded ‘concern for employees’; the other axis ‘concern for task’. The best leader, they theorised, was one who scored highly on both.

Another behavioural concept was the Theory X/Theory Y approach, which made (not very flattering) assumptions about the nature of employees.23 Theory X managers believe their subordinates are lazy, dislike responsibility and need to be coerced into action; these managers therefore practise autocratic leadership. Theory Y managers take a rather more generous view of their workers, believing they have the potential for hard work, creativity and embracing responsibility. Theory Y managers therefore practise so-called participative leadership. Implicit in these analyses was the assumption that Theory Y managers were kings of the workplace, winning employee loyalty and scoring better profit margins.

The idea that effective leadership was a matter of style, not natural ability, was a gift to management consultants, because it implied leadership could be taught. But this approach would soon be found wanting: researchers struggled to show that success depended on leadership style. Rather, it appeared that different leadership styles suited different situations, which led to the rise of situational theory. In Chapter 5, we’ll see how evolutionary leadership theory accommodates both autocratic and participative styles, which emerge under different conditions. The autocratic style is reminiscent of the dominance hierarchies of fellow primates, although, unlike in non-human primates, autocracy can benefit the whole of the group in certain situations. What can look like autocracy in peacetime can look like decisiveness when a country is under siege.

Situational theory

This approach is predicated on the assumption that the type of leadership required depends on the situation. So, while a participative style, which brings subordinates into the decision-making fold, might be productive in one setting, it would not be suited to a fast-moving environment such as a hospital emergency ward or on the battlefield. Someone who can handle a crisis might not be a person who can manage during a slow period.24

Evolutionary leadership theory predicts that preferred leadership styles vary according to situation, to reflect the range of problems our ancestors faced on the savannah. This is a prediction borne out by experiments, which we’ll cover in detail later on (a crude example: national secretaries of defence are nearly always male, whereas peacemaking, diplomatic roles are very often occupied by women, such as Madeleine Albright and now Hillary Clinton. Corporations often show the same gender divide, with more ‘aggressive’ roles, such as chief financial officer, going to men and ‘softer’ roles, such as human resources managers, occupied by women). Importantly, this moves us away from the concept of some universal leader prototype, a supreme character, or Great Man, who can parachute into any situation and take the helm.

Situational theory, meanwhile, would later be expanded into contingency theory.

Contingency theory

As its name suggests, this approach maintains that there is no single successful leadership style; instead, effective leadership is contingent on a number of different factors, such as the type of organisation involved and the goal to be achieved. One pioneer of this way of thinking was Fred Fiedler, who suggested that three factors were crucial in deciding which leadership style was appropriate for a task: the relationship between leader and followers; the kind of task that needed doing (e.g. is it routine and structured, or vague and ill defined?); and how much power the leader wields over subordinates.25 Not only that, but he split leaders into those who were task-oriented (whose prime concern was to get the job done) and those who were relationship-oriented (who cared more for colleagues and customers than, say, increasing sales). A task-oriented leader managing a highly structured task, such as a car assembly line, would prosper; but this kind of prescriptive management in an unstructured environment, such as a university research department, would bomb.

Fiedler’s model was seen as a rather black-and-white guide to managerial style – most leaders care both about the work they do and the colleagues under them. Hersey and Blanchard instead posited a continuum of leadership behaviour, with most leaders occupying the middle ground between autocratic management and democratic management. They expanded leadership categories into four types: telling (the autocratic style), selling (explaining decisions and inspiring enthusiasm for the task), participating (conferring on decisions) and delegating (farming out the process of decisionmaking to subordinates and being a referee, rather than an authority). Other researchers went even farther, expanding the four categories to seven levels; as the freedom of followers wanes, the manager’s authority waxes (and vice versa). Again, we’ll see that evolutionary leadership theory can provide insights into how different styles of leadership arose at different points in out evolutionary history, in response to distinct, recurrent adaptive problems faced by our ancestors, such as keeping the peace and finding food.

Transactional versus transformational leadership

Most office workers will recognise the first, rather functional style of leadership, described (along with transforming leadership) by James Macgregor Burns in 1978: it is most similar to the ‘telling’ style defined in the previous section. This is the stance of transactional leaders: ‘I am the boss, you are my subordinate, and you are paid to do what I tell you to do.You are wholly responsible for the outcome. Let’s get the job done.’ There is a transparent chain of command, and there are rewards for success (salary, bonus, praise, reviews) and punishment for failure (no bonus, poor performance rating). If the company you work for has schemes for keeping strict office hours and for disciplining errant workers, then it practises transactional leadership. It is a fairly rigidly structured, short-term approach that concentrates on the bottom line. It’s an instrumental, contractual exchange, in which each party knows where they stand. The job gets done, workers get paid – and that’s as far as it goes.

If transactional leadership is about nuts and bolts, then its mirror image, transforming leadership, is about hearts and minds. If ordinary transactional leaders are what most of us get, then extraordinary transforming leaders are what most of us want. They are agents of change and empowerment, appealing to a higher instinct; in Burns’s words, transforming leadership ‘converts followers into leaders and may convert leaders into moral agents’. There is a flow of ideas and ideals between leader and follower to the mutual benefit of both.

This concept was later expanded by Bernard Bass into ‘transformational leadership’, in which the leader inspires and somehow elevates his followers. Where Burns saw the leader–follower dynamic as a two-way street, Bass regarded the leader as transforming the follower for the better.

You could call this the Martin Luther King style of leadership, offering moral vision, dynamism, originality and hope. In their 1994 book, Bass and Avolio claimed that ‘transformational leadership is closer [than transactional leadership] to the prototype of leadership that people have in mind when they describe their ideal leader, and it is more likely to provide a role model with which subordinates want to identify’.26

We think that transformational leaders, who we would expect to be charismatic, would have been very effective at keeping ancestral groups together and, particularly, at persuading followers to go the extra mile for the benefit of the group. That is because transformational leaders are not obliged to their followers in quite the same mercenary way as are transactional leaders (who must keep rewarding followers to retain them).

Evolutionary leadership theory predicts that our Stone Age psyches find transformational leaders more attractive than transactional leaders; there was no such thing as payment on the savannah, and tribesmen earned the right to lead through their powers of persuasion.

Distributed (or dispersed/emergent) leadership

This is a relatively modern leadership theory, which suggests that leadership is most effective when it is not concentrated in one pair of hands but spread around, with people of all ranks taking up leadership roles if they have the requisite expertise. This is, if you like, leadership without a leader; here, followers hold the power. Some companies even allow managers to be appointed by employees. This kind of leadership, with a strong input from followers, is close to that which proliferated during the long course of human evolution. The Big Men in tribal societies – the societies that are closest in nature to those formed by our ancestors – do not wield great power. The slight influence they do enjoy is conferred by followers. In companies practising dispersed or emergent leadership, any hierarchy that does exist is softer and more pliable than most corporate hierarchies. There is evidence to suggest that this flexible, egalitarian type of leadership results in happier employees and healthier profits; evolutionary leadership theory contends that this style, in which power rests in many expert hands, echoes the leadership seen among our forebears.27

Servant leadership

This philosophy, first articulated in the 1970s, has resurfaced in the past few years in response to the apparent rise of the greedy, self-serving and exploitative leader. This style of leadership is characterised by humility, empathy, a sense of community, a respect for ethics and responsible stewardship of a group’s resources; leaders take on their roles at some cost to themselves to serve the group.28 Unsurprisingly, this style is popular within the Church; Jesus is seen as a model servant leader.

In response to burgeoning corporate interest, psychologists are developing psychometric tests that can pluck out the humble, modest leader from his avaricious competitors; the financial sector recognises that selfless individuals who have the long-term interests of companies and society at heart, will be less prone to the kind of reckless risk-taking that led to the current recession. In a recent study we found that such selfless leaders emerge in anonymous situations in which one individual helps the group achieve a goal at some personal cost.

Although there are ancient Chinese and Indian texts that appear to describe servant leadership, the practice predates our species. When a meerkat pops its head out to scan for predators, so that fellow group members can forage, it is practising the same principle. It is putting itself at risk for the overall good of the group. ELT suggests that this style would have been prevalent in ancestral societies, because leadership would initially have evolved purely as a device for promoting survival of the group (because without group survival there is no individual survival). This called for individuals prepared to put themselves on the line, even if this disadvantaged them. The most extreme example of servant leadership is a martyrleader, who’ll take a bullet for his comrades. Rick Rescorla’s actions on the battlefield, and as security officer during 9/11, earn him a place in this category.

This primer shows
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