Leaders that come a cropper

For all the research and scholarship on the science and art of selecting leaders, there is still no reliable way to select the best leaders, asserts Saad Shafqat
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Clever and resourceful persons who rise to authority but fail as leaders are common in societies everywhere. In Pakistan, where we seem to suffer more than our share of failed leaders, it may even be the norm. From politicians to social activists, from corporate CEOs to business heads, from university presidents to college deans, there are many examples of intelligent and accomplished individuals in our society who lose direction and fail their responsibilities as leaders.

Good leadership can be hard to define, but you know it when you see it. It is more than simply hanging on to your position and title. A good leader successfully and empathetically steers the interests and behaviour of his organisation towards a collective higher purpose. The organisation may have just a few employees or volunteers, or it may be a diversified conglomerate; it could be an academic institution, or a multinational behemoth – regardless, the definition of good leadership is universally applicable.

When good leadership and clean intentions are combined with fruitful endeavours, the results can be explosive. Many leadership theorists identify the Internet giant Google as a modern-day example that comes closest to an ideally led organisation. Google was set up in 1995 by two fresh computer science graduates from Stanford University who wanted to eliminate informational advantages by democratising access to knowledge. Their chosen method was to develop the best Internet search engine possible. Inspired by a grand vision and a deep sense of social obligation, these two twenty-somethings soon created a phenomenal product that grew into one of the world’s richest and most influential companies.

In his book The Google story – inside the hottest business, media and technology success of our time, Pulitzer-prize winning journalist David Vise explains the success behind the Google idea. “In just five years,” he writes about Google’s founders Sergey Brin and Larry Page, “they had taken a graduate school research project and turned it into a multibillion-dollar enterprise with global reach.” ‘Don’t be evil’ is the Google motto, and the founders and their company have stuck to it.

“Appreciating good leadership is the starting point for understanding leadership failure,” says Firoz Rasul, a prominent business leader and philanthropist from Canada who last year took over as president of Aga Khan University in Karachi. “Leaders fail because they drift away from the attributes of good leadership. Insecurity about one’s position or abilities, a taste for sycophancy, the lack of a clear vision, and neglecting important issues in favour of trivial ones – all contribute in different ways to leadership failure.”

Rasul puts special emphasis on the importance of dissenting and diverging views. Many leaders get cocooned into a zone of comfort where they refuse to brook disagreement and their subordinates will speak only what the leader wishes to hear. But, warns Rasul, this is a false comfort that portends disaster. “When you surround yourself with sycophants, it produces an imbalance, because you are only listening to people who want to please you. It is when leaders stop listening to dissenters that they will lose their orientation and fail.”

Many experts also point to the lack of humility and intrapersonal insight in failed leaders. Shireen Naqvi, a management consultant who heads a leadership institute for young talent in Karachi, says that causes of failed leadership can be summarised in one word: egos. “Failed leaders are insecure, and insecurity breeds mistrust, which corrodes everything,” says Naqvi, whose School of Leadership conducts workshops and courses espousing values of integrity, long-term thinking, growth, service, and balanced decision-making that promotes win-win outcomes. “Good leaders possess the insight to shed mistrust when they come into authority and take responsibility for the systems they lead,” notes Naqvi. “The core failure of leadership is the failure to take responsibility.”

Mistrust is a complex issue, because for many people it is a weapon to guard against the ever-present risk of being duped or deceived. Yet good leadership must be founded in trust that is unconditional. Firoz Rasul terms it the ‘100-0’ formula. “Trust is never 50-50,” he says. “A good leader trusts his followers implicitly and completely; only then does s/he get trusted in return.”

Mistrust is only one of several pitfalls that can put distance between leaders and their sense of responsibility. The demands of good leadership can be mentally or physically exhausting and cause leaders to fall slack or become lazy. As overwhelmed or insecure leaders surround themselves with flatterers and yes-people, they shy away from hard tasks such as innovation, conflict management, succession planning, and institution-building. The inevitable consequence is a dictatorial and all-controlling style, with much effort expended at accumulating and maintaining personal clout. Managing dissent and debate – although enriching for the organisation overall – is tough work; on the other hand tyranny, which may seem an attractive solution, represents the easy way out.

Authoritarianism — known colloquially as danda (wielding a stick) leadership — is the classic trap of failed leaders, explains Shireen Naqvi. “It is what misguided leaders resort to when they lack imagination and skill to ignite the spirit, when they find themselves incapable of inspiring their workforce to align with the cause of the enterprise.” It is easy to see how these attitudes bring about decay and decline. Leaders who resort to oppressive tactics risk alienation among staff and tend to be seen as bullies, breeding widespread resentment that spells ruin for both the leader and the led. This theme is echoed widely by leaders as well as leadership thinkers. Celebrated psychologist and bestselling author Daniel Goleman has made the noteworthy point that there is no one style or attitude that defines good leadership – a subdued and analytical person can be as outstanding a leader as someone who is flamboyant and dynamic. The crucial common factor in superb leaders, argues Goleman, are empathy, motivation, self-awareness, and a respectful understanding of others – a set of values that he terms ‘emotional intelligence’. Goleman first published these ideas in a book in 1995, triggering a mind-shift in concepts of success and failure in leadership.

An enormous literature has developed on how to assess emotional intelligence, but it is far from an exact science. Veqarul Islam, an experienced corporate leader who currently heads the Pakistan operations of a mobile phone manufacturer, observes that Pakistan’s developing society prevents the right kind of individuals from rising to leadership positions. “We are good at picking managers, but bad at picking leaders,” says Veqar, adding that “while managers can oversee processes and operations, leaders bring vision, direction, growth, energy, and advancement.” In other words, we are poor at recognising and promoting individuals with good emotional intelligence. “A paradigm-shift needs to take place in the way we select our leaders; unless this happens, we are planning to fail, not to succeed,” warns Veqar.

A key difference between good leaders and failed leaders is in their approach towards talented people. In a Harvard Business Review article, entitled “Leading clever people,” business academics Rob Goffee and Gareth Jones point out that a fatal mistake failed leaders have often made is misjudging the needs and responses of their best staff. Leading capable and clever people can be one of the most formidable challenges faced by leaders, because clever people are unimpressed by hierarchy and titles, understand their organisations intimately, and have a low boredom threshold. Moreover, note Goffee and Jones, “most clever people are quick to recognise insincerity and respond badly to it.”

Asad Umar, president and CEO of Engro, Pakistan’s leading chemical company, says it is the undemocratic culture of our society that allows merit to be ignored and destructive practices such as favouritism and nepotism to flourish. “If an organisation is not merit-driven, the best and most deserving people will not rise to the top,” says Asad. He blames our lack of democratic norms for a stifled culture in which subordinates are reluctant to challenge a leader’s ideas, no matter how absurd they might seem. “Inevitably, unchallenged ideas produce poor decision-making,” notes Asad.

What if a leader has the right ideas and motivation but lacks the cooperation of his staff? Experience from many organisations and institutions indicates that a crucial factor in leadership success is the collaboration of an energetic and like-minded team who share the boss’s vision. Although ‘lonely at the top’ is a worn cliché, reflecting our common view of leaders as distant and isolated figures, it is nevertheless a misperception. Leaders who try to go it alone will fail, an axiom best demonstrated with leaders who are trying to bring about institutional change.

Carly Fiorina, the celebrated CEO of Lucent Technologies who moved to Hewlett-Packard to become the first woman leader of a Dow 30 company, talks about the importance of a supportive team in her book Tough Choices. “A change agent with title and position can be effectively rendered powerless by people’s collective decision to maintain the status quo,” she writes. Her point is that improvement and change cannot be effected merely by a leader’s directive, but require the blessing of key institutional figures. Leaders who can select the right team will succeed, but leaders who try to persist with an uncooperative team will fail, as Fiorina, who had to resign her position amid dysfunctional governance within the Hewlett-Packard board of directors, learned to her own detriment.

Ultimately, you have to ask if all the causes of leadership failure can simply be explained by one common factor. Professor Ghafoor Ahmed, who is currently vice-president of the Jamaat-i-Islami and has seen leaders come and go during four decades in the thick of things, believes that the root cause behind failed leaders is insincerity. “Successful leadership is ultimately based on sincerity of intentions and clean motives,” he says. “After all, sincere leaders would make an honest effort to satisfy the objectives of their mission, and insincerity would cause leaders to instead give priority to their own selfish interests.”

It is a compelling point, and it even explains why some leaders will quit if they feel unable to make a positive influence. This may seem like failure, but it is actually an act of sincerity. If circumstances become overwhelming, sincere leaders, finding themselves unable to lead properly, would step aside (as Carly Fiorina did), while insincere leaders would remain oblivious to the fate of the enterprise and desperately cling to their titles so long as their own narrow needs are being met.

When leaders fail because they are insincere or irresponsible, it is a human tragedy – not just for the people being led, who get short-changed, but also for leaders themselves, who waste an opportunity to contribute towards a greater cause. For all the research and scholarship on the science and art of selecting leaders, there is still no reliable way to select the best leaders. If there were, there wouldn’t be so many failed leaders around.


