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Preface


If we want to change a world with too many leadership failures, too many career derailments, and too many toxic workplaces, we must begin by acknowledging the facts and understanding why we are where we are. Only then will we begin to enjoy long-delayed progress. Myths and inspiring stories can be comforting, but they are worse than useless for creating change.

I came to understand this truth from experience. Whenever I teach my MBA class, The Paths to Power, or give talks about my book Power: Why Some People Have It—and Others Don’t, I often get the same comment: Your material contradicts much of what others say and teach about leaders and leadership. At the same time, many former students tell me that over the course of their careers, they frequently confront a huge disconnect between what the leadership industry tells them to do and what they have learned from me and also from watching others—ideas that have made them more effective and successful. My response to these comments: much of the oft-repeated conventional wisdom about leadership is based more on hope than reality, on wishes rather than data, on beliefs instead of science.

The shibboleths of modern leadership loom large and influence how people navigate their careers, often to their detriment. And people’s uncritical acceptance of the feel-good stories told about leadership prevents them from apprehending reality and taking action to make things better. So I decided to engage directly with the topic of leadership and examine why all the writing, blogging, and speaking about leadership and all the money spent on leadership development has been so manifestly unsuccessful in changing workplaces or helping people be more successful in their careers.

Thus, this book is, in a sense, a prequel to Power. Leadership BS explores why so much of the conventional wisdom about leadership and so much of the activity aimed at developing leaders do not fit the facts on the ground. This reality means we need a different way of apprehending human behavior. And we particularly need a different way for teaching and coaching people to be effective in navigating the organizational world in which we all live. These are precisely the objectives of Power and also the class on power in organizations that I teach at Stanford.

I began the writing of Leadership BS with a simple, albeit ambitious, goal: to cause people to rethink, to reconceptualize, and to reorient their behaviors concerning the important topic of leadership. My purpose in all of this is for the next decades of what goes on in workplaces and in people’s careers to be, optimistically, a lot more humane and beneficent than the last decades have been.

I proceed from a historical analogy. Around the turn of the twentieth century, medical practice and medical education in America were pretty dismal. People were hawking untested and unproven “cures,” with their financial success dependent more on their slickness and persuasiveness than on the actual science or medical efficacy of what they were pushing. Almost anyone could practice medicine, as there was no license required. And while there were some outstanding doctors and scientists building the foundations of modern medicine, charlatans and quacks abounded. Many medical schools were proprietary, for-profit entities with little concern with science, lots of concern for financial gain, and little interest in doing evaluations of what they, or their students, were accomplishing (or, more accurately, the harm they were doing).

Into this morass, the Carnegie Foundation sent Abraham Flexner, who was notably a teacher and not a doctor, to survey the landscape of American medical education. His report, published in book-length form in 1910, transformed the training and also the science and practice of medicine. As a result of that report, one-third of the existing medical schools closed, formal licensing for doctors was instituted, and the biomedical, scientific foundation of medical practice—a goal still not perfectly achieved but widely embraced and something that has been responsible for so much progress in the prevention and treatment of disease—was put into place.1

The parallels with the current state of the leadership industry are striking. Want to be a leadership coach? You can go to an institute or enroll in one of many programs, of varying quality and rigor, that train coaches with varying degrees of skill, but you don’t have to even do that. You can be a coach tomorrow.

Want to be an expert on leadership? You could get training and exposure to the relevant research literature, but it’s not necessary. If you are persuasive enough, articulate enough, or attractive enough, if you have an interesting enough, uplifting story or some combination of these traits, you are or can be a very successful leadership blogger, speaker, and consultant—whether or not you have ever read, let alone contributed to, any of the relevant social science on the topic.

To be sure, these days there are many fabulously fantastic people with exceptional credentials and ethics working mightily to improve organizational workplaces and leaders’ careers. But the leadership industry also has its share of quacks and sham artists who sell promises and stories, some true, some not, but all of them inspirational and comfortable, with not much follow-up to see what really does work and what doesn’t. And much like the field of medicine prior to Flexner, what speaks the loudest in the leadership industry seems to be money, rather than evidence-based, useful knowledge. The way leadership gurus try to demonstrate their legitimacy is not through their scientific knowledge or accomplishments but rather by achieving public notoriety—be it the requisite TED talks, blog posts, Twitter followers, or books filled with leadership advice that might or might not be valid and useful.

I have no illusions that this book will have anything like the impact of the Flexner report in its effects on the leadership industry. But in a world with too many disengaged, dissatisfied, disaffected employees, and workplaces with too many leaders and aspiring leaders losing their jobs, I feel compelled to make the best case I can for what’s wrong with leadership and what might be done to change things for the better. By calling BS on so much of what goes on, this book gives people a closer, more scientific look at many dimensions of leadership behavior. Most important, it encourages everyone to finally stop accepting sugar-laced but toxic potions as cures.

Jeffrey Pfeffer





Introduction: Things Are Bad—Here’s Why


Leaders fail their people, their organizations, the larger society, and even themselves with unacceptable frequency. Every day, in the news, are more stories of leaders failing.

Leaders fail themselves: Dominique Strauss-Kahn, possibly on his way to being president of France before his arrest for sexually assaulting a New York hotel housekeeper; Brendan Eich, the CEO of Mozilla, the Firefox browser company, resigning because of his political contributions to antigay activities; the former Yahoo CEO Scott Thompson, booted out for claiming on his résumé that he had a computer science degree when he didn’t.

Leaders fail their customers: airline executives who have created an experience so unpleasant that their best customers flee for private options and others avoid flying if they can; Amazon, by not carrying some bestselling books and popular DVDs in spats with suppliers; banks inaccurately foreclosing on properties and also debiting customers’ checking accounts for withdrawals in ways that generate the highest overdraft fees.

Leaders fail their stockholders: Rick Wagoner leading General Motors into bankruptcy, Richard Fuld leading Lehman Brothers into oblivion, and Ed Lampert taking the retail icon Sears into irrelevancy.

Most perniciously, leaders fail their employees: Stan O’Neal taking the venerable Merrill Lynch over a cliff, costing thousands of jobs; Carly Fiorina, Mark Hurd, and, most recently, Meg Whitman doing round after round of layoffs at Hewlett-Packard; and, except for Southwest Airlines, airline leaders slashing employees’ wages, cutting the number of workers, and eviscerating employee pensions as the companies follow one another into restructurings.

This is but a very small sample drawn from a huge, almost unimaginably vast, list of leadership catastrophes.

How can this be—all this failure—after the thousands of leadership books, talks, blogs, classes, and leadership-development programs seeking to make leaders more effective? How can this be, after more than a century of research seeking to figure out how to select better leaders? I’m going to tell you part of the story of how this can be and, more important, why things aren’t getting better and what might be done to make some improvements.

But first I need to be clear: This is not a book describing the manifest and many failures of leaders. It is a book to help you understand some of the causes of those failures.

There are two ways to understand the many leadership failures that fill the daily news. One is what might be called the “bad apple” theory. This approach argues that organizations have done a poor job of selecting the right people for leadership roles, schools have failed to instill ethical leadership behaviors in their students, and some leaders themselves have developed the wrong values. Although I would not for a minute deny the plausibility of all of this, the bad apple explanation not only fails to make sense of the pervasiveness of the problem, but it also offers an explanation that would never be used in other contexts.

For instance, when General Motors recalled millions of cars in 2014 because of a problem with the ignition system such that when a key was accidentally jostled, the engine shut off, also cutting off the electrical power used to deploy air bags in accidents, observers correctly attributed this decades-old issue and its cover-up not just to the fifteen GM employees who were fired but to the company’s culture.1 No reasonable person would accept that a few bad actors on their own accounted for the initial problem and its fallout, events that unfolded over more than a decade. After all, this is the same company that almost fifty years earlier had produced the unsafe Corvair model and then hounded Ralph Nader when he had the temerity to call attention to that car’s miserable safety record.2

There is a second way to understand the many leadership failures that fill the news: to explore the systemic processes that produce leaders who often behave differently from what most people might like or expect. Such processes include the social psychology that makes the actual traits and behaviors that cause leaders to be successful in their careers and attain senior-level positions quite different from the qualities we hear about or might desire in leaders. And such processes also include the way we talk about—tell stories about—leaders and leadership, how we measure or fail to measure workplace conditions, and even how we teach leadership. We often measure (or fail to measure) conditions, tell heroic leadership tales, and use simplistic methods of understanding behavior in ways that becloud effective diagnosis and, as a consequence, forestall actions that might make things better.

I adopt this second approach. My objective is to help you understand why these leadership failures continue to occur with unacceptable frequency, to understand the systemic and psychological processes that produce what we observe every day in the world, in spite of all the leadership-development efforts, training programs, books, TED talks, and so forth. Once we understand some of the underlying causes of what we see occurring inside company workplaces, we have a better chance of making effective changes.

THE FAILURE OF THE LEADERSHIP INDUSTRY

This book originated with an observation, followed by a conclusion, and finally an insight. The observation: on the one hand, there is an ever-growing, enormous leadership industry consisting of an almost limitless number of books, articles, speeches, workshops, blogs, conferences, training sessions, and corporate leadership-development efforts, activities that have existed for decades. Over that time, a largely unchanging, sometimes research-based set of recommendations for how to improve group and organizational performance emerged. The recommendations include, but are not limited to, that leaders inspire trust, be authentic, tell the truth, serve others (particularly those who work for and with them), be modest and self-effacing, exhibit empathic understanding and emotional intelligence, and other similar seemingly sensible nostrums. And on the other hand, there sits ample, even overwhelming evidence of workplaces filled with disengaged, dissatisfied employees who do not trust their leaders and whose oft-expressed number one desire is to leave their current employer. What’s the upshot? Not only is the world filled with dysfunctional workplaces, but leaders themselves are not doing so well, as they confront shorter job tenures and an ever-higher probability of suffering career derailments and getting fired.

My conclusion that follows from these two sets of facts: The leadership industry has failed. Good intentions notwithstanding, there is precious little evidence that any of these recommendations have had a positive impact. Indeed, many prescriptions for leaders are often more problematic and invalid than generally acknowledged. And as a consequence of all this failure, both workplaces and many individual leaders are in bad shape. Even worse, there are few to no signs that things are getting any better.

Others share my conclusion. Two consulting psychologists surveying the leadership landscape concluded that “there is scarcely any evidence that all this spending . . . is producing better leaders.”3 Barbara Kellerman, a lecturer on leadership at Harvard’s Kennedy School and the founder of the Center for Public Leadership, agrees. She recently wrote that the leadership industry “has failed over its roughly forty-year history to in any major, meaningful, measurable way improve the human condition” and that “the rise of leadership as an object of our collective fascination has coincided precisely with the decline of leadership in our collective estimation.”4

For a while I thought this paradox/predicament was just an interesting and possibly coincidental discontinuity between a large set of feel-good leadership activities on the one hand and too many toxic workplaces and disrupted careers on the other. But then came the insight: It is not just that all the efforts to develop better leaders, decades of such effort notwithstanding, have failed to make things appreciably better. I realized that much of what was and is going on almost certainly, although sometimes inadvertently and unintentionally, makes things much worse. There are ways to remedy all of this, but the solutions will not be easy or readily implemented, for reasons I will make clear.

If one cares about the enormous psychological and even physical toll exacted on employees from bullying, abusive bosses and work environments filled with multiple sources of stress, if one is at all sensitive to the human costs incurred as leaders flame out and lose their jobs—cares and concerns that I and, I suspect, many others share—then the continuing failure of the leadership industry in all of its forms and activities to make things better needs to be both explained and remedied. This book represents my best efforts to accomplish that task.

Here’s the plan. In this introductory chapter, I lay out evidence demonstrating four things: (1) the leadership industry is large and prominent, but, notwithstanding its magnitude and reach, (2) workplaces in the United States and around the world are, for the most part (as there are obviously exceptional places on best-places-to-work lists), filled with dissatisfied, disengaged employees who do not trust their leaders; (3) leaders at all levels lose their jobs at an increasingly fast pace, in part because they are unprepared for the realities of organizational life, and thus, (4) the leadership industry has failed and continues to fail in its task of producing leaders who are effective and successful, and it has even failed to produce sufficient talent to fill leadership vacancies.

I also suggest some reasons for the failures. One big problem is that much leadership training and development has become too much a form of lay preaching, telling people inspiring stories about heroic leaders and exceptional organizations and, in the process, making those who hear the stories feel good and temporarily uplifted while not changing much of what happens at many workplaces. In chapter 1, I explain why inspiration is a very poor foundation on which to build substantive change, and why and how the leadership tales we hear, stories that often have only modest amounts of validity, routinely make things worse, and possibly much worse.

Then in the ensuing chapters I examine some, although certainly not all, of the most commonly recommended traits and behaviors for leaders—modesty in chapter 2, authenticity in chapter 3, telling the truth in chapter 4, being trusted in chapter 5, taking care of others in chapter 6. These are all wonderful qualities, and if leaders consistently displayed them, workplaces and the employees who fill them would undoubtedly be doing better. But in each instance, I show first that few leaders, even some of the most prominent and successful, exhibit those qualities or do these recommended things. Then I lay out the evidence for and logic of why sometimes doing the opposite of what has been prescribed makes sense, at least for leaders seeking to advance their own careers. And this fact is at the core of the argument—that the qualities we actually select for and reward in most workplaces are precisely the ones that are unlikely to produce leaders who are good for employees or, for that matter, for long-term organizational performance.

Chapter 7 draws one important lesson from all this evidence: first, you need to take care of yourself. Although it might be cathartic to bemoan the evidence that positive leadership qualities often go unrecognized and unrewarded while their opposite produces career advancement and wealth, such moralizing changes nothing about organizational decision-making and also does little to help you in your own career challenges. Furthermore, the pursuit of individual self-interest just might be, as virtually all economics writing and theory since the time of Adam Smith teaches, good not just for you but also generally beneficial for the social systems including the work organizations in which you live. The alternative—hoping for some beneficent, godlike parental figure to look out for and take care of you at your place of employment—seems like a risky bet at best.

Chapter 8 concludes the book by developing a simple but important message: to change the world of work and leadership, we need to get beyond the half truths and self-serving stories that are so prominent today. Throughout each of the chapters, including this introduction, I offer recommendations and suggestions about what leaders and, for that matter, others might do to fix the problems discussed. But I am, above all, a realist. If these recommendations were comfortable and easily implemented, they already would have been.

My purpose is straightforward. Rather than giving you yet one more book to reassure you and make you feel good, while nothing changes in most workplaces and meanwhile you unknowingly cruise to a career disaster, perhaps it is time to muster some evidence about what is really going on with leaders and leadership and why. Even if such insight does not motivate you to change things, at least it will leave you much better equipped to understand the realities of day-to-day organizational life, and therefore better able to cope with them. So let’s proceed to dissect the essence of the leadership endeavor—that large set of activities that have mostly failed to help either workplaces or leaders themselves.

THE LEADERSHIP INDUSTRY IS LARGE

“Leadership,” is a popular term, and the set of activities focused on leadership are enormous. When I searched for the term “leadership” on Google Scholar, a search engine that accesses scientific research literature, I found 2,640,000 entries. Searching on Google itself revealed 148 million links to the term. On Amazon, entering the term “leadership” produced 117,000 entries.*

The word “leadership” is prominent in part because many people, both scholars and practitioners, view leadership as a construct important if not fundamental to explaining business and organizational performance. This unequivocal belief in the importance of leadership persists, even if the scientific evidence on this point is much more mixed.5 The late business school professor James Meindl referred to this emphasis on leadership as an explanation for organizational outcomes as the “romance of leadership.” He and his colleagues noted that “the social construction of organizational realities has elevated the concept of leadership to a lofty status and level of significance. Such realities emphasize leadership, and the concept has thereby gained a brilliance that exceeds the limits of normal scientific inquiry.”6 Meindl and his colleagues showed that the proportion of mentions of leadership in the popular press was positively related to economic performance—there were more mentions and studies of leadership when economic times were good. Examining the variation in the use of the term “leadership” across industries and individual companies, Meindl once again observed a positive relationship between mentions of leadership and performance. Meindl’s conclusion was that the construct of leadership was invented to account for unusually good—or unusually bad—performance as a way of creating a relatively simplified account of the world that made personal control seem possible. In other words, if things aren’t going well, just scapegoat the leader and bring in a replacement.

If “leadership” is an important term and a prominent way of apprehending the world, we should find it scarcely surprising that the institutions of higher education, seeking both applicants and donations, would emphasize the development of leadership skills in their students. And this is precisely the case. Universities frequently claim that they develop leadership capabilities, a set of skills so apparently sought-after and desirable that virtually all business schools, many other professional schools, and numerous undergraduate colleges and universities make developing leaders a prominent part of their mission statements. For instance, Harvard Business School’s mission is to “educate leaders who will make a difference in the world.” Wake Forest University’s mission statement includes the phrase “providing students an example of the world they will be called upon to lead.” A study in the McKinsey Quarterly notes, “Colleges and universities offer hundreds of degree courses on leadership.”7 Meanwhile, leadership centers proliferate in colleges of all sizes and orientations, in part to organize leadership-development activities and in part to serve as a focus for fund-raising.

Another measure of the leadership industry’s girth is the amount of time and money it consumes. Kennedy School lecturer Barbara Kellerman estimated that about $50 billion is spent on corporate training and development annually.8 The American Society for Training and Development’s (ATSD) 2012 state of the industry report estimated that $156.2 billion was spent on employee learning and development during 2011. Of course, not all training and development is leadership training; some training focuses on technical skills, total quality management, or various technical processes and procedures. Nonetheless, according to ASTD, managerial and supervisory content constituted some 12.6 percent of the total amount spent, which would mean that almost $20 billion was spent on leadership education and development.9 Three McKinsey consultants estimated that U.S. companies spend about $14 billion annually on leadership development, an amount echoed by other estimates.10

WORKPLACES ARE MOSTLY HORRIBLE

Regardless of the time and money spent on leadership, the situation in workplaces, not just in the United States but around the world, is dire, with disengaged, disaffected, and dissatisfied employees everywhere. Here are a few representative examples to help make the case.

A few years ago, management professor (and Stanford colleague and occasional coauthor) Robert Sutton wrote a book entitled The No Asshole Rule.11 The book became a bestseller all over the world because it touched a chord. People told Sutton about how they would buy copies to place on their boss’s desk (anonymously, of course). People also purchased the book for themselves to make sense of the abusive work environments that so many faced and to learn what to do to cope with harmful work situations. After the book appeared, Sutton received numerous e-mails describing, sometimes in heartrending detail, the slights, bullying, and ill treatment heaped on all too many employees in contemporary workplaces. One way to read the market’s positive reaction to Sutton’s book and the many personal anecdotes he received is that the so-called leaders whom many people work for are either abusive bullies or just out of touch with their subordinates.

And indeed, systematic data on workplace bullying report widespread verbal abuse, shouting, berating others, and the general creation of a climate of intimidation. One study of part-time, more mature students at Staffordshire University in the United Kingdom found that half of the sample reported having been bullied at some point during their careers.12 Another study of 1,100 employees in the National Health Service in Great Britain reported that some 38 percent of employees had experienced one or more incidences of workplace bullying in just the previous year.13 A study of nurses working in the National Health Service found that 44 percent of the nurses had experienced bullying in the previous twelve months.14 Two management professors reported that 10 percent of employees in the United States said they witnessed incivility daily in their workplaces, and 20 percent of the people surveyed noted that they were targets of workplace incivility at least once a week.15

There are consequences for both employees and their employers from people working in abusive environments for bullying, difficult leaders. Employees experience stress and depression, with adverse effects on both their physical and mental health. And “because of their experiences of workplace incivility, employees decrease work effort, time on the job, productivity, and performance” and are also more likely to quit.16

Employees, confronted with harsh work environments and bad leaders, are not surprisingly dissatisfied with their jobs. According to a national survey conducted by the Nielsen Company for the Conference Board, fewer than half of employees (47.2 percent) reported being satisfied with their jobs. The survey, which began in 1987, shows a striking decline in job satisfaction, from 61.1 percent in 1987 to 47.2 percent some twenty-five years later. Moreover, except for a few upticks during recoveries from recessions, the decline in job satisfaction has been consistent and steady.17

Another study of job satisfaction, conducted by Right Management in 2012 in the United States and Canada, reported that only 19 percent of people said they were satisfied with their job, with two-thirds of the respondents saying they were not happy at work. Susan Adams, a writer for Forbes magazine, reported on a survey conducted by Mercer, the human resource consulting firm. Mercer surveyed some thirty thousand employees worldwide and reported that between 28 percent and 56 percent of employees wanted to leave their jobs.18

Maybe job dissatisfaction is not your favorite indicator of workplace health. Consider, then, the data on employee engagement. The Gallup Organization, drawing its conclusions based on extensive surveying, reported in 2012 that only 30 percent of the U.S. workforce was engaged and inspired at work, with 20 percent of people reporting that they were actively disengaged, roaming the halls spreading discontent and seeking to undermine their employer.19 Things are even worse elsewhere. A Gallup study of 142 countries reported that only 13 percent of employees were engaged at work, with some 24 percent actively disengaged.20 Moreover, Gallup noted that although the economy had undergone substantial changes over the preceding decades, employee engagement levels remained almost completely unchanged. If for some reason you don’t like the Gallup research, virtually all of the numerous studies and reports regularly emanating from the various human resource consulting firms portray the workplace situation similarly, finding that the vast majority of employees are unhappy with their work, disengaged, and hoping for a different job.

Even more to the point, employees are unhappy with their leaders. Very, very unhappy. In the summer of 2012, Parade magazine released a poll of the American workforce. Fully 35 percent of U.S. employees reported that they would willingly forgo a substantial pay raise in exchange for seeing their direct supervisor fired.21

Taken all together, these data show that workplaces are often toxic environments that are bad for the people working in them, with negative consequences for employers, also. And there is absolutely no evidence that these conditions are substantially different in other countries or that things are getting better over time. So whatever other things the leadership research, writing, speaking, blogging, and programs are doing, making workplaces better is clearly not one of them.

Because the focus of much leadership research is precisely on demonstrating the connection between leadership and leader behavior on the one hand and outcomes such as job satisfaction, employee engagement, and turnover on the other, these data reveal the abject failure of the leadership enterprise. As one study commented, “Leadership style and employee satisfaction are hot questions of leadership theory research in recent years,”22 while another noted that “management and leadership are pivotal to staff satisfaction.”23 And a study of nurses noted that “quality nursing leadership is an important determinant in itself as a predictor of job satisfaction.”24 If, as scores of studies demonstrate, leadership affects engagement, satisfaction, and turnover, the sorry state of these workplace indicators provides compelling evidence of leadership failure.

LEADERS REGULARLY LOSE THEIR JOBS AND DERAIL

Things are no better for the people in leadership roles. At breakfast, “Matt” tells a story of being fired first by one famous Silicon Valley firm and now another. Fortunately, Matt, a graduate from a very prestigious business school, an individual with fabulous strategic skills and business acumen, and a hard worker who is also a very nice human being, reports that he has found an even better job at yet another up-and-coming technology company.

As Matt jokes about failing upward, he relates how he lost his previous jobs, essentially by focusing on doing a great job technically but being largely oblivious to the political dynamics and particularly the requirement for managing his relationships with his bosses by doing whatever they wanted and flattering them endlessly.

Maybe Matt is just an anomaly, but I don’t think so. Another graduate of a very high status, highly selective business school related story after story of classmates who were fired within the first couple of years of graduating. As he told me, “Getting fired is something people from great academic programs don’t talk about, but it is more common than people think.” His estimate, based on the anecdotal experience of people in his personal network, was that between 10 and 20 percent of his talented and highly credentialed classmates left their jobs involuntarily within the first couple of years postgraduation. Again, the predominant cause of the firings: people believed in the world described to them in business school and in the prescriptions for leader behavior. Consequently, they were surprised by and completely unprepared for what they actually encountered at work. And when their leaders failed to live up to the expectations of these new hires, many of those folks let the leaders know, either directly or indirectly, how they were failing and how the subordinates were feeling, thereby completely sealing those subordinates’ fates.

It’s not just junior-level leaders who suffer career derailments. Senior leaders also face ever-tougher conditions that they seem to have difficulty navigating, as evidenced by decreasing lengths of tenures and the ever-growing incidence of getting fired. The Conference Board’s 2012 report on CEO succession documented a decline in CEO tenure since 2000.25 Research by the consulting firm Booz also showed declining tenure for CEOs today compared with the past, with a higher proportion of CEOs getting fired. In 2011, some 14 percent of CEOs of the largest 2,500 companies in the world were replaced, with the turnover rate being highest among the 250 largest companies as measured by market capitalization.26 And according to the annual Booz reports on CEO tenure and departures, the trends for shorter tenures and more frequent firings are evident not just in the United States but also around the world.

Experienced executive coaches tell the same story—of otherwise smart, motivated, interpersonally competent, hardworking people with great credentials who derail at unexpectedly high rates. One critical time for derailment is when, in their first jobs postgraduation, people move from positions where they can succeed mostly on the basis of their individual performance and into more interdependent roles where political skills become more important. The next critical time comes around twenty years later, when, if successful, people have reached very senior hierarchical levels where everyone around them is smart and accomplished. At that point, the differentiating factor is the ability to navigate increasingly politically charged environments that are peopled by those who mostly do not fulfill the leadership industry’s prescriptions.

TOO FEW GOOD LEADERS, TOO MANY BAD ONES

If unhappy workplaces and short-tenured leaders suffering career derailments (a nice-enough euphemism) aren’t enough to convince you that things are bad, there are yet additional data that show that the profusion of leadership talks, workshops, books, blogs, courses, and trainings have failed to improve the state of leadership. Bill Gentry, a researcher at the Center for Creative Leadership, has summarized numerous research studies conducted and published over decades. Gentry concluded that “one of every two leaders and managers” is “estimated to be ineffective (that is, a disappointment, incompetent, a mis-hire, or a complete failure) in their current roles.”27 In other words, this leadership expert, working from extensive research, concluded that 50 percent of leaders were failures. Yet another review of the research literature on leadership concluded that “the base rate for managerial incompetence in any organization is quite high,”28 while still a different summary concluded that about half of the occupants of leadership positions are falling short.29

A McKinsey article noted that even though most executives identified leadership development as a high priority, “only 7 percent of senior managers polled by a U.K. business school think that their companies develop global leaders effectively, and around 30 percent of US companies admit that they have failed to exploit their international business opportunities fully because they lack enough leaders with the right capabilities.”30 An Accenture survey reported that only 8 percent of the executives felt their company was proficient in developing leaders, while a Corporate Leadership Council study found that “people management training improved productivity by only 2%.”31

The Institute for Corporate Productivity’s 2014 Critical Human Capital Issues Survey of some 1,367 respondents reported that even in the best, highest-performing companies, 66 percent of those companies reported that they were ineffective at developing leaders and that they were getting worse in this critical process. Not surprisingly, low-performing organizations were even more challenged, with 89 percent indicating that they were deficient in leadership development. The same study found that even in top companies, only 27 percent had successors ready to fill executive-level roles, as might be expected if companies are ineffective in developing leaders.32

A survey of more than fourteen thousand human resource professionals and line managers “found that only 26% of HR and 38% of leaders reported that the quality of leadership across their company was ‘excellent’ or ‘very good.’ Future prospects were even worse, with only 18% of HR and 32% of leaders reporting that their bench strength to meet future needs” was either strong or very strong.33

In 2012, the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard University’s Kennedy School reported that 69 percent of Americans believed that America had a leadership crisis—with the only good news being that in the prior year, some 77 percent of those surveyed had said the same thing.34 The Harris Poll reported that since 1996, “the percentage of people reporting at least some confidence in the leadership of government, corporations, and Wall Street has plummeted from around 90% to 60%.”35

And why shouldn’t respondents believe there is a leadership crisis and report declining confidence in leaders when, among other indicators, organizational malfeasance is incredibly common? Donald Palmer, a professor at the University of California, Davis, wrote, “Organizational wrongdoing is prevalent. Ronald Clement tracked firms listed among the Fortune 100 in 1999 and found that 40 percent had engaged in misconduct significant enough to be reported in the national media between 2000 and 2005.”36 Yes, that’s four out of ten of large firms engaging in significant wrongdoing in just five years; and note that this finding predates the economic meltdown and financial crisis that began in late 2007.

It’s not just that others, such as researchers or the public at large, give organizational leaders low marks; the leaders themselves do, too. Development Dimensions International (DDI), a forty-year-old company in the business of consulting on the attraction, hiring, and retention of talent, published a white paper on leadership based on a survey the company conducted. The report noted, “In multiple studies, including DDI’s 2011 Global Leadership Forecast, leaders are, by their own admission, falling short. . . . Over a period of many years, leaders have consistently given low marks to the quality of leadership in their organizations. . . . despite all of the effort and investment in leadership development—innovative new modalities, up-to-date content, business simulations, acceleration pools, 70/20/10 approaches, better diagnosis of strengths and areas for development—widespread improvement in leadership effectiveness remains elusive.”37 That is an understatement. DDI’s survey of almost 1,300 people around the world found that more than one-third did not consider their own manager to be effective in his or her job. More than half of the respondents, some 55 percent, reported that they had considered leaving a job because of their leader, and 39 percent said they had done so.

WHY ALL THIS FAILURE?

When lots of well-intentioned effort expended over decades produces nothing except ever-worse workplaces and more frequent career flameouts of leaders, there must be an explanation. Actually, there are many ways of understanding why leadership doesn’t seem to improve. Here are some of them, and we will explore others throughout this book.

Diverging Interests

One day at lunch, a thoughtful senior executive, knowing that I am writing a book about leadership and how bad things are in many workplaces, says, “All right, so tell me what to do to be a better leader.” My reply: “Tell me what criterion you want to measure ‘better leader’ by. Performance? And if so, over what time period and using what metrics? Holding on to your job as a leader? Obtaining the highest-possible salary for yourself? Moving on to a more prestigious position in another company as quickly as possible? Increasing employee engagement and reducing turnover?” The simple but important point: the oft-observed divergence in interests between individual leaders and the organizations they lead means that any prescription of what someone should do has to begin by both acknowledging the trade-offs and sorting through that person’s real priorities and the multiple, often poorly correlated measures of a leader’s outcomes.

This divergence in the interests between corporate leaders and the groups in which they are members appears prominently in the growing literature on sociobiology, an evolutionary approach to understanding social behavior that speaks to the discrepancy between what’s good for individuals and the groups in which they are members. Individuals maximize their own survival chances by acting selfishly to acquire, at all costs, the resources necessary for their survival. Group survival, however, often depends on individuals sacrificing their own well-being for that of the group, such as soldiers’ throwing themselves on hand grenades to save their colleagues’ lives, or parents forgoing food so their children can live. As one article in this theoretical tradition noted, “The problem is that for a social group to function as an adaptive unit, its members must do things for each other. Yet, these group-advantageous behaviors seldom maximize relative fitness [for a given individual] within the social group.”38

Social psychologists also have long acknowledged the inherent tension between the need for leaders to help groups function effectively, and the personal interests of group leaders to maximize the power differences they enjoy over others and hold on to and exploit for their own benefits.39 Leaders frequently focus, hopes and blandishments notwithstanding, primarily on their own careers and what’s good for them. Consider the following example:

When the technology entrepreneur Dick Costolo was recruited from Google to come to Twitter as chief operating officer, his first tweet as he prepared for his first day at his new job was: “First full day as Twitter COO tomorrow. Task #1: undermine the CEO, consolidate power.” Note that he didn’t say, “First full day, figure out what to do to make the company more successful.” That tweet, written on September 13, 2009, was taken by some as a joke, and maybe even intended that way. But the tweet was nothing if not prescient. In October 2010, barely thirteen months later, Costolo did take over as CEO from the then-CEO Evan Williams, a cofounder of the company. While Williams was gracious, issuing a statement saying, in part, “I am most satisfied while pushing product direction. Building things is my passion. . . . Starting today, I’ll be completely focused on product strategy,” few founders give up power voluntarily, and there is no evidence that Williams, who was soon gone from Twitter, was the rare exception.40

Was Costolo’s ascension to power, and for that matter the comings and goings of another company cofounder, Jack Dorsey, good for Twitter? Who knows? Twitter’s stock price has been stagnant. But there are many factors that might account for the company’s struggles and ongoing management shakeups, such as the 2014 resignation of its chief operating officer.41

Contrary to what many people seem to believe—and, moreover, one of the core foundations of much leadership thought—there is far from a complete correspondence between what is good for a company, or for that matter, a unit within that company, and what is good for the company’s or unit’s leader. In case you have been asleep during the last decade, plenty of CEOs and board members took their companies over a cliff even as those same CEOs left with enormous severance packages, and board members mostly kept their board seats and even obtained new ones.

The distinction between group and individual interests becomes evident in what the numerous studies and the inspiring leadership stories invariably focus on—mostly if not exclusively some measure of group or organizational performance, or the satisfaction and engagement of the people in the work unit. Leadership stories and much leadership research seldom explore the leader’s qualities, behaviors, and characteristics that affect the well-being of the leader, rather than the organization. Leader well-being includes outcomes such as job tenure, salary, and getting into a leadership role in the first place. This neglect of what’s good for the individual interests of leaders might be one reason so many recommendations have so little traction in the real world: while leadership research may not be that interested in leader (as opposed to group or organizational) well-being, leaders almost always are.

Little Measurement of the Base Rate of Desirable Leader Behaviors

A second problem with the numerous recommendations about what leaders should do is that too many of them emphasize the causal relationships between various leader behaviors and work-unit outcomes, but show remarkably little concern with base rates, that is, the extent to which desirable, effective leader behaviors actually occur in the world and, furthermore, if they are as rare as they seem to be in spite of being widely recommended, why, and what to do about it. Here’s an analogy to help you understand why this distinction between prescriptions and actual implementation is important:

In 1847, Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis, a Hungarian physician, noticed something interesting. Mothers who delivered their babies in a Viennese maternity hospital died at a rate many times that of mothers who delivered their babies at home. Semmelweis came to the conclusion that the problem occurred because physicians went from one woman to the next without taking any sanitary precautions such as washing their hands, thereby spreading infection. After he introduced hand washing with a chlorine solution, mortality fell from an average of 10 percent to about 1.5 percent. Semmelweis was ostracized and ultimately fired for pushing people to implement the results of his discovery. But once Louis Pasteur developed the germ theory of disease, the idea that sanitary practices were important in health care became generally accepted.42

So far, so good. But, as much systematic evidence demonstrates, hundreds of years after the development of the germ theory of disease and its implications, sanitary practices in hospitals and doctors’ offices remain woefully deficient. A Center for Disease Control report noted that studies of adherence to hand-washing guidelines in health care settings averaged just 40 percent.43 After giving a tour of the Minneapolis
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