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Introduction:
A Call for SuperLeadership

“Give a man a fish, and he will be fed for a day;

teach a man to fish, and he will be fed for a lifetime.” 

Everyone has heard this expression, and the logic underlying
this book is similar. We might paraphrase: “Be a strong, even

a charismatic leader and followers will know where to go as long as
you light their way. Teach them to lead themselves, and their path
will be lighted always.” And we would add, “In return, they will illu-
minate new paths of opportunity that you might have never seen.”

A number of years ago we coined the term “SuperLeadership” to
describe leadership that helps others to lead themselves. Given the
wave of demand for individual empowerment that was beginning to
sweep the country at that time, this concept struck a strong chord
with the public, especially with business executives. We believed
strongly that SuperLeadership filled a critical void in understanding
how leadership could help meet the challenge of successfully put-
ting empowerment into practice in organizations.

As we move onward into the 21st century we believe that Super-
Leadership is needed even more today than it was then. For most
organizations, empowerment is no longer a new management fad
but a requirement for survival. And as more and more people work
remotely and independently with the aid of advanced information
technology, and as the world continues to become increasingly
complex, changing, and globally integrated, the call for a new kind
of leadership is echoing through the virtual halls of the new knowl-
edge-based corporations. We believe this call again beckons Super-
Leadership to move to center stage.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF SUPERLEADERSHIP

SuperLeadership: Leading Others to Lead Themselves was origi-
nally published in 1989, was well received, and went on to become
a bestseller. We were pleased that management guru Tom Peters
contributed a foreword. (See excerpts in the following box.) The
book was awarded the Stybel-Peabody literary prize and was chosen
to be a feature selection in the Executive Book Club. An audiotape
version was published by the widely distributed Fast Track series.
A year later, a paperback version was published and became a best-
seller. SuperLeadership also received significant media attention,
being featured on television and radio as well as in many magazines
and newspapers across the country. The book was also published in
several foreign language editions.

Most of all, we found the acceptance by the managerial and exec-
utive community to be dramatically positive and exceptionally grat-
ifying. SuperLeadership has significantly impacted practice and
training in organizations of all sizes. Many of these have been 
Fortune 500 companies, some of which distributed material from
the book, or the book itself, on a widespread basis to employees
throughout their organizations. Others used the SuperLeadership
and self-leadership concepts and strategies as a key component of
their leadership and empowerment efforts and training programs.

SuperLeadership challenges our fundamental assumptions 
about leadership and offers a powerful alternative for

unleashing the vast capabilities of others.

In the past ten years we have personally delivered hundreds of
speeches and executive development modules on the topic of Super-
Leadership. The single overwhelming response from managers and
executives has been a simultaneous fascination with how Super-
Leadership challenges the fundamental assumptions that they have
learned about leadership, and yet offers a powerful alternative for
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unleashing the vast capabilities of their followers. The concept
appears to move them to take a penetrating look in the mirror,
which helps free them to empower others while moving themselves
toward becoming highly effective leaders—SuperLeaders. Many
seem to realize for the first time that the best measure of their own
leadership effectiveness is not how much they personally excel and
receive acclaim. Instead, the effectiveness of leadership can be
measured by the success of others. 

SUPERLEADERSHIP: EVEN MORE

IMPORTANT FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

When most people think of leadership, they think of one person
doing something to another person. We call this “influence” and
we think of a leader as one who has the ability to influence another.
A classic leader—one whom everyone recognizes is a leader—is
sometimes described as “charismatic” or “heroic.” A popular con-
cept is the idea of a “transformational” leader, one who has the
vision and dynamic personal attraction to generate total organiza-

INTRODUCTION 3

In SuperLeadership, Charles Manz and Hank Sims . . . focus on
leaders who lead, not for their own edification and glory, not
through command and authority, but through a subtle and ill-
understood process that leads others to lead themselves to excel-
lence. Indeed, in reading SuperLeadership, I recognized many of
the characteristics that they articulate in the numerous execu-
tives I had encountered in researching my books.

Manz’s and Sims’s book has a further strength. The authors do a
superb job of articulating specific behaviors and strategies that
leaders can use to bring out excellence in others. While philoso-
phy and abstract vision are important executive strengths, the
actions that executives take to realize these visions are critical.
SuperLeadership is action-oriented—it proposes specific strategies
for leading others to lead themselves.

I remain convinced that executive leadership will continue to be
the critical ingredient in the success or failure of American busi-
ness and industry. Certainly, the corporate environment is becom-
ing more complex and transitory, so the more we can understand
about leadership, the more effective our business organizations
can be. Understanding SuperLeadership moves us closer to this
elusive goal.

—Tom Peters, from the Foreword to SuperLeadership, 1989



tional change. The word leader itself conjures up visions of a strik-
ing figure on a rearing white horse, crying “follow me!” The leader
is the one who has power, authority, or charisma enough to com-
mand others.

We think of the historical figures who fit this mold: Alexander
the Great, Caesar, Napoleon, George Washington, Churchill, Pat-
ton. Even Lee Iacocca’s turnaround of Chrysler Corporation might
be thought of as a notable example of 20th century heroic leadership
in a manufacturing organization. More recently, Steven Jobs accom-
plished a similar feat in a high-tech environment after returning as
CEO of the then financially troubled Apple Computer. It’s not dif-
ficult to imagine Iacocca or Jobs astride a white horse, riding out in
front of the troops at Chrysler or Apple. 

But is this heroic leadership figure the most appropriate role
model for the organizational leader of the 21st century? What kind
of leader is needed for an information-based organization that oper-
ates in a rapidly changing world? How can highly independent and
physically dispersed telecommuters be effectively led? What kind of
leadership is appropriate for leading empowered team members who
are supposed to be leading themselves? Is there another model? We
believe there is. 

We begin with the idea that true leadership comes mainly from
within a person, not from outside. At its best, external leadership
can provide a spark and support the flame of the powerful self-lead-
ership that dwells within each person. At its worst, it disrupts this
internal process, damaging the person and creating conflicts
between inner and external influences.

This perspective demands that we come up with a new measure
of leadership strength—the ability to maximize the contributions of
others by helping them to effectively guide their own destinies,
rather than the ability to bend the will of others. We refer to this
subtle yet tremendously powerful approach to leadership as Super-
Leadership—leading others to lead themselves.

SuperLeaders marshal the strength of many, for their strength does
not lie solely in their own abilities but in the vast, multiple talents
of those who surround them. In this sense, the word super has a dif-
ferent connotation than it does in comic books, or in terms like
superman or supermom. It does concern bringing out the best—but
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mainly in others, not just the leader. The SuperLeader does not try to
carry the weight of a hyperchanging high-tech world alone, but shares
this burden with others. And those others become stronger and
stronger through their initiative, creativity, and real contributions. As
others become stronger, the leader gains the strength of the unleashed
potential of many, and consequently can become a SuperLeader.

A SuperLeader is one who 
leads others to lead themselves.

Our underlying philosophy is optimistic. We believe in the vast,
often hidden capability within leaders and their followers. Super-
Leadership taps the potential of each person to make the world a
better place, if given a chance. This is crucial in a world of acceler-
ating change, where knowledge workers need to contribute their
fuller potential, where no one person can know it all and make all
the decisions competently on their own. We believe that Super-
Leadership confronts the demands of the 21st century head on. It
provides a road map for meeting vast challenges and opportunities
in a way in which everyone can be involved and, in a very real
sense, everyone can be a leader. 

SO WHAT’S NEW THIS TIME?
LEADERSHIP IN THE AGE OF INFORMATION

First, let’s make it clear, this book is deeply rooted in the original
version, SuperLeadership, published in 1989 and 1990. We are faith-
ful to our own original ideas and rhetoric. But indeed, there are
many changes to this new book for the 21st century.

Over the years we have developed an enriched model of how
SuperLeadership can actually be implemented. In many ways the
actual practice of leadership by real executives in real organizations
has changed dramatically over the last decade, mainly toward the
ideas represented by SuperLeadership. It’s becoming easier to find
real life SuperLeaders such as Dennis Bakke of AES (see later pro-
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file). We have observed and recorded this change, and much of it is
reflected in our new writing. 

Our views of self-leadership have been enriched and expanded,
and this is also reflected in this new book. We have given special
emphasis to the ideas of expressing self-leadership through seeking
out the natural rewards in work, and by influencing one’s own pat-
terns of thinking. Our current thinking and writing reflects a holis-
tic, integrative perspective that recognizes the interrelated role of
behavior, thought, and emotion for effectively leading ourselves.
Self-leadership is truly the heart of SuperLeadership and receives a
great deal of attention in this book.

Practical self-leadership consists of both action- and mind-focused
strategies designed to enhance personal achievement and effective-
ness. We especially draw upon the thinking that Charles Manz
brought forth in his recent book with Christopher Neck, Mastering
Self-Leadership (2nd edition).

SELF-LEADERSHIP—a philosophy and a systematic set of
actions and mental strategies for leading ourselves to higher

performance and effectiveness.

Many of the changes in the book are focused on the examples,
cases, and profiles that we use. We have many new examples and
profiles that reflect more contemporary leadership, especially in
high-tech and knowledge-based environments.

Perhaps the most prominent change is the way we have incorpo-
rated the realities of the information age into this new version. In
the first and last chapters especially, we have articulated the dra-
matic, cutting-edge changes in communication and information
processing and what these changes mean for leadership in the 21st
century. We believe that the age of information will require more
and more investment in human capital, and that SuperLeadership
is the way to bring out the best in the people who inhabit our organ-
izations of the 21st century.
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The most important change is the emphasis on how the age of
information has changed leadership and made self-leadership

an essential skill for everyone.

SOME SUPERLEADERSHIP THEMES

Here are some primary themes that capture the spirit of the book:

➧ Given the rapid change, complexity, and new high-tech
autonomous work roles of the information age, SuperLead-
ership is needed even more now than it was in the past.

➧ SuperLeaders lead others to lead themselves.

➧ The first critical step of SuperLeadership is to master self-
leadership.

➧ Superleaders establish values, model, encourage, reward, and
in many other ways foster self-leadership in individuals,
teams, and wider organizational cultures.

Some expressions that illustrate the above themes include: 

➧ An important measure of a leader’s own success is the suc-
cess of others.

➧ “[This transition to SuperLeadership] is even more difficult
for me than other people . . . I started to realize that I better
let some other people do some things and I better start look-
ing at the big picture a little more.”—Joseph Vincent Paterno

➧ The strength of a leader is measured by the ability to facili-
tate the self-leadership of others—not the ability to bend the
will of others to the leaders.

➧ If leaders want to lead somebody, they must first lead them-
selves.

INTRODUCTION 7



➧ The best of all leaders is the one who helps people so that
eventually they don’t need him or her.

The stories, examples, and cases used throughout this book are
designed to provide practical insight on how SuperLeadership can be
used successfully by leaders. But the most important point is to
understand the underlying philosophy—that is, as a leader you can
act to enhance and unleash the self-leadership of others. In the
process, you will become a SuperLeader!
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Part I
The Ghosts of Leadership:
Past, Present, and Future
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Leadership in the121st Century

A leader is best

When people barely know he exists,

Not so good when people obey and acclaim him,

Worse when they despise him.

But of a good leader, who talks little,

When his work is done, his aim fulfilled,

They will say:

We did it ourselves.

—Lao Tzu

How does this perspective fit with your own ideas about
leadership? Do you feel comfortable with the idea that a

leader should not be obeyed or acclaimed, and in fact should barely
be recognized? When you are called upon to lead do you prefer to
take charge or to help others find their own way? These timeless
words of Lao Tzu were written well over 2,000 years ago, yet they
send an important message worth considering as we enter a new
age. The recent end of the millennium seems particularly symbolic.
We are living on the cusp of one of those rare technological turning
points in history. Over the past two decades the information revo-
lution emphasized computers and software. But this was only pro-
logue to the main event—the Internet. Mankind is becoming truly
“connected” and life will never be the same.

Of course, this revolution in information has substantial ramifi-
cations for our social systems. As one example, the way many of us



go about our daily work has changed radically because of one com-
munication capability: e-mail. Our patterns of daily work are just
very different than they were ten years ago. And it will change fur-
ther—e-mail is going wireless. The initial technology is already
here; by 2010 most of us will have the capability to be connected
wherever we are, wherever we go, whenever we want.

But this is a book about leadership—how one person influences
others. How will the technological revolution change the nature of
leadership? We believe the effect will be extensive and profound.
We are in the midst of a vastly changing social fabric where tech-
nology is transforming business, family structures, schools, gov-
ernments, and even religious institutions. Indeed, all of us face a
very challenging arena for exercising leadership in the 21st century.

As only one example, how does one person lead another 
when that person is located at a remote place?

In this book, we propose a different form of leadership, one that
emphasizes the empowerment of others. We call this form of lead-
ership SuperLeadership—that is, leading others to lead themselves.

The industrial age with its hierarchical command-and-control
form of organizing is past. The information revolution is causing
the deconstruction of organizations. That is, hierarchy is no longer
needed to filter and facilitate the movement of information required
for task integration. Instead, agents of the organization can now
communicate directly and with greater speed, flexibility, and 
effectiveness.

The key to organizational success . . . will be to have the 
right person solving the most important business problems, 

no matter where they are located in the company hierarchically, 
organizationally, or geographically.

—James Citrina and Thomas Neff1
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Of course, this requires that people possess the skills and knowl-
edge to conduct their information-rich transactions in a speedy
manner. The true assets of organizations will no longer be bricks
and mortar, but the knowledge invested in their human capital. 

And how do we lead these knowledge workers? We believe first
that the ultimate control comes from within—that the essence of
leadership in today’s information age is to develop the capacity of
people to lead themselves. The real challenge is to maximize the
potential of human capital by unleashing this inner self-leadership.
The most effective leader of the 21st century will be a SuperLeader,
one who leads others to lead themselves in the information age.

As a quick preview, consider the following sample of distinctive
strategies of a SuperLeader that will be presented throughout this
book:

➧ Listen more and talk less.

➧ Ask more questions and give fewer answers.

➧ Foster learning from mistakes, not fear of consequences.

➧ Encourage problem solving by others rather than solving
problems for others.

➧ Share information rather than hoard it. 

➧ Encourage creativity, not conformity.

➧ Encourage teamwork and collaboration, not destructive 
competition.

➧ Foster independence and interdependence, not dependence.

➧ Develop committed self-leaders, not compliant followers.

➧ Lead others to lead themselves, not to be under the control
of others. 
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➧ Establish organizational structures that support self-leader-
ship, such as self-managing teams, virtual teams, distance
working.

➧ Establish information systems through the Intranet and
Internet that will support self-leadership.

➧ Establish a holistic self-leading culture throughout the organ-
ization.

THE TECHNOLOGICAL REVOLUTION

Think about the typical organizational employee of the 21st cen-
tury. More specifically, Consider the situation of Alica, a 30-year-
old consultant who is indeed “connected.”

Alica has a desktop at home and also works with a 2.5 lb. lightweight laptop with

a full size keyboard and screen, although she finds herself using the voice recog-

nition routine more than the keyboard.

But the real jewel in her array of devices is her communication platform—an

all-in-one lightweight device about the size of today’s palm computers, but one

that has 100 times the computing power of today’s Pentium III desktop.This device

is a computer, PDA, cell phone, and even has a mini-videoconferencing capacity.

The device is made by Nokia and is an advanced version of the so-called “3G”

family of all-purpose communication devices, sometimes known as the Univer-

sal Mobile Telephone System, or UMTS.Voice conversation is just one of its many

capabilities. Of course, the Nokia has Internet capabilities, voice recognition, and

also wireless synchronization with Alica’s desktop and laptop computers. The

screen is a color display that provides entry to her personal calendar, news, Inter-

net, Intranet, address book, personal files, etc. She uses a small wireless “ear bud”

to receive transmissions, but so far she has refused to have the “implant” behind

her ear that would make reception and transmission instantaneous.
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At home and in the office she is connected by broadband, a communication

protocol that seems like instantaneous transfer to her. She is easily able to trans-

fer information from one device to any other.

As a consultant, Alica is mainly engaged in “information work” and some

would call her a “knowledge worker.” (Michael Dertouzos defines information

work as “the transformation of information by human brains or computer pro-

grams.”2 In 1997, Dertouzos estimated that 50 to 60 percent of an industrial-

ized country’s GNP consists of information work. Clearly, this will continue to

increase significantly.)

Alica has one place that she prefers to do “alone” type work.This place is her

home, and this is where she still uses some old-fashioned books and paper

materials. But most of her personal reference data is stored on her personal file

system and is accessible wherever she is. And of course she has the powerful

research tool represented by her company’s Intranet and the larger, more pub-

lic Internet.

Alica does not have a real office outside her home. Since she is a consultant,

her office typically is a transitory place located at her client’s venue, a broadband-

wired hotel room or a “drop in” office. She is a walking, talking, data-receiving-

and-sending communication entity.

Alica is a member of several teams or task forces, although she seldom meets

with a team as a whole. On a day-to-day basis they typically communicate

through their various systems. But most of her teams try to meet on occasion

to do some personal bonding.

Despite all this technical augmentation, she values face-to-face opportunities

and worries about becoming captured and consumed by the technology. She is

concerned about privacy because she knows that with her communication plat-

form, her actual physical location is available to others. Most of all she wants a

high degree of control and discretion about where, when, and how she goes

about doing her job. She wants to come and go when and where she desires,



and uses the communication technology to help her do this. She also has a keen

sense of dressing the way she wants versus knowing when and where to “wear

the costume.”

She frequently asks “why” and expects an answer. She wants to be evaluated

and rewarded on the basis of end results rather than how she got there. She

still has a high degree of anxiety about the seemingly endless conflicts between

her work life and her personal life. She wishes she could find more balance,

meaning, purpose, and even spirituality through her work. She has become very

advanced in terms of using the tools of information technology but she some-

times pauses to wonder about the meaning of it all.

Most of all,Alica is indeed a very independent person, one who has a special

capacity to lead herself.The technology is forcing a critical reevaluation of how

we go about doing our work.

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE 21ST CENTURY

This is a book about leadership for the organization of the 21st
century. There’s no question that our world has become very com-
plicated and that it is changing at an unprecedented rate. Unfortu-
nately, many of our management practices have not kept up with
these changes. One of the greatest opportunities for change and
advancement centers on the meaningful mobilization of human
effort and innovative behavior through contemporary organizations.
Many of these new forms of organizing cry out for innovative ways
of leading and organizing people at work. The potential payoffs are
immense. Information and knowledge work is transforming orga-
nizational processes. Here are some changes we can expect to see:3

➧ By 2005, 75 percent of global enterprises will require major
overhauls of people management, workplace policies and
workforce planning in response to a shift to knowledge as
the center of wealth production.
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➧ The impact is on the workplace—the people and how they
work—and the focus is on knowledge as the primary source
of capability and competitive advantage.

➧ Efforts to Internet-enable employees represent initial steps
in fueling profound cultural change. This will impact not
only the manner in which such enterprises act as suppliers
and customers in the world of e-business, but also the char-
acter of their workforce and their workplaces.

➧ Enterprises in North America spend an average of 2.9 per-
cent of revenue on technology, which is an average of $7,756
annually for each employee.

Since our own experience relates primarily to business organiza-
tions, they will generally be the focus of our discussion. We believe,
however, that these fundamental challenges stretch to nearly all
aspects of our lives—our relationships, the way we raise our chil-
dren, the educational process, and so forth. The business organiza-
tion is clearly moving from an industrial enterprise model toward
a knowledge-based enterprise model. The table on the following
page shows some of the differences between these two perspectives.4

How is organizational structure changing to reflect the techno-
logical revolution? The baseline for comparison is the old vertical
pyramid, with its emphasis on hierarchical command and control.
For example, in the 1960s one new recruit to the management
ranks of Ford Motor Company traced the actual chain of com-
mand from himself to the CEO, Henry Ford II. He found a total of
13 levels—that is, a chain of 11 “bosses”—between himself and
Ford.

Several forms of organizational structure have emerged as more
appropriate for the 21st century. Probably the first type that comes
to mind for most is the horizontal organization, with a flat struc-
ture, large spans of control, and short chains of command. A second
type is the pure project-based organization; that is, work is accom-
plished through transitory teams, each of which has a finite begin-
ning and end. The life of an employee in this organization is a series
of memberships from one team to another. Career advancement in
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these types of structures takes on a whole new meaning—it’s hard
to “climb the ladder” when there are very few rungs.

Another structural form is the networked organization, or a type
of consortium or alliance of legal entities, each of which depends on
the other to exist. In today’s world of manufacturing high-tech prod-
ucts, for example, very few companies now elect to go the route of
true vertical integration. Instead, partnerships are forged through
networks, joint ventures, and integrated supply chains. The glue
that makes all of this possible is the “b2b” (Internet-based business-
to-business) communication network, where information flows
through the Internet (or an Intranet) in a speedy and timely fashion.
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The Industrial Enterprise

Corporate Attributes

➧ Economics of scale

➧ Standardization of work

➧ Standardization of workforce

➧ Financial capital as scarce
resource

➧ Corporate HQ as operational
controller

➧ Hierarchical pyramid structure

➧ Employees seen as expense

➧ Internally focused top-down
governance

➧ Individualistic orientation

➧ Information based on “need
to know”

➧ Vertical decision making

➧ Emphasis on stability

➧ Emphasis on vertical leader-
ship

The Knowledge-Based
Enterprise

Corporate Attributes

➧ Smaller business units

➧ Customization of work

➧ Flexible, skill based work-
force

➧ Human capital as a scarce
resource

➧ Corporate HQ as advisor &
core competency guardian

➧ Flat or networked structure

➧ Employees seen as investment

➧ Both internal and external
distributed governance

➧ Team orientation

➧ Open & distributed informa-
tion system

➧ Distributed decision making

➧ Emphasis on change

➧ Emphasis on empowered
self-leadership

Source: Visions of the Future: Flowchart Report from the Corporate
Leadership Council, Washington, D.C.



For most of these newer organizational forms, teams are the norm
rather than the exception. There are many different kinds of teams:
concurrent engineering teams, product or quality improvement
teams, product launch teams, focused task forces, self-directed
teams, top management teams, and so on. A critical feature of these
teams is that they are invested with a significant degree of empow-
erment, or decision-making authority. (More about teams in a later
chapter.)

PEOPLE OF THE INFORMATION REVOLUTION

These new organizational structures are typically run by people
who demand a different kind of culture than the old command-and-
control format. Today, people are better educated and demand more
from their jobs than a paycheck. Frequently, employees are more
committed to their profession than to their company. This means
that most people won’t stand for being closely managed and directed
anymore, and they would probably be wasting their unique talents
and capabilities if they did. Over a decade ago, in his prescient book
The Gold-Collar Worker, Robert E. Kelley emphasized the deeper
significance of the emergence of the younger, upscale, educated
work force. He discussed a “new breed of workers” and called for
business to adapt to their special characteristics.5

Truly valued employees will be valued not so much for their hier-
archical position, what they do, or even for what they know, which
is the traditional definition of a knowledge worker. Instead, the
most valued employees will be characterized by a keen capacity to
learn, or what they are capable of knowing quickly. 

It’s not what you know, 
it’s how fast you can learn.

Knowledge and learning will become the differentiating assets of
the 21st century. Employees will know how to quickly access infor-
mation, and more importantly how to filter, evaluate, summarize,
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and condense information into an action plan. They will possess a
high degree of flexibility and adaptability in keeping up with the
ever-advancing technology, yet will be increasingly adroit at deal-
ing with people. They will not see their career as climbing a hier-
archical ladder in a single company but will have a strong sense of
mobility and will be highly motivated by moving from challenge to
challenge. Self-fulfillment will replace corporate loyalty as a dom-
inant value. They will not be uncomfortable with periods of self-
employment or even unemployment, and will occasionally take a
hiatus for educational renewal.

LEADERSHIP FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

Empowerment is the key word—the oil that lubricates the exercise
of knowledge. According to Jack Welch, the organization of the 21st
century will concentrate on the objective of assuring that each per-
son has the information and authority they need to make decisions.

There will be many ways of doing things right, not just one right
way. Both individuals and teams will be empowered, but this
empowerment will represent something more advanced than the
buzzword usually implies today. People will be empowered to be
true self-leaders, and will increasingly possess the capability to han-
dle this vast increase in authority.

We find ourselves today on the cutting edge of a chain of causa-
tion. The technological revolution is causing a change in the ways
organizations structure themselves. The changes in structure
require rather radical changes in the culture—the social systems
within these organizations. The essence of this cultural change is
the investment in and emphasis on knowledge work, the way peo-
ple process and transform information. This emerging culture
places high value on mentorship, learning, initiative and creativ-
ity. To be truly effective, the knowledge worker needs to be empow-
ered at an advanced level. Talented and empowered human capital
will become the prime ingredient of organizational success. Most of
all, people need to be able to lead themselves.



The future is coming so fast, we can’t possibly 
predict it ; we can only learn to respond quickly.

—Steven Kerr6

This brings us full circle, back to the primary leadership chal-
lenge. How can a leader develop the self-leadership needed to run
the organization of the 21st century? The old model of the charis-
matic lone star will be gone. Later in the book, we spell out this new
mode of leadership—SuperLeadership—starting with ideas for how
to lead individuals to be self-leaders, moving on to the ideas for
leading teams to be self-led, and then suggesting ideas for develop-
ing a total culture of self-leadership throughout an organization.

First, however, let’s cover a few fundamental ideas about how a
leader can lead others to lead themselves.

WHAT IS SELF-LEADERSHIP AND SUPERLEADERSHIP?

Over the past twenty years, through our consulting, research, and
writing, we have developed a set of ideas that we believe can help
meet the challenge of leading in the 21st century. We use the labels
of self-leadership and SuperLeadership to characterize a different
approach to leadership. Since these terms are the keystone of our
ideas, it’s worthwhile to briefly define them.

Self-leadership is an extensive set of strategies focused on the
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings that we use to exert influence over
ourselves. Self-leadership is what people do to lead themselves. In
some ways, self-leadership might also be thought of as a form of
advanced followership or, perhaps more accurately, leadership
focused on oneself that enables a redefining of traditional follower-
ship. That is, if they are given the autonomy and responsibility to
control their own lives, what specifically can followers who are be-
coming self-leaders do to meet this challenge in a responsible way?

We have heard the employee who complains, “They say they
want us to be empowered around here. As of today, I’m supposed to
be ’empowered.’ I don’t understand what that means. What am I
supposed to do that’s different?” In answer, self-leadership provides
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a set of guidelines for how an employee can responsibly meet the
challenge of so-called empowerment.

Self-leadership is focused on the behaviors and 
thoughts that people use to influence themselves.

Developing each person into an effective self-leader is a formida-
ble yet fascinating challenge. The leader who does this is called a
SuperLeader, a term that applies to the manager and executive who
has responsibility for leading others, especially their direct-report
employees.

More specifically, a SuperLeader is one who leads others to lead
themselves. The SuperLeader designs and implements the system
that allows and teaches employees to be self-leaders. The approach
consists of an extensive set of behaviors, all intended to provide so-
called followers with the behavioral and cognitive skills necessary
to exercise self-leadership. The SuperLeader asks, “What can I do to
lead others to lead themselves?”

A SuperLeader is one who 
leads others to lead themselves.

In the pages that follow, we will develop these ideas in some
detail. We will present the behavior and thought-focused strategies
that are the essence of self-leadership—understanding self-leader-
ship is a critical first step to understanding SuperLeadership. And
we will especially focus on the skills that form the basis for Super-
Leadership. We hope these ideas will not be seen as a panacea—
they’re not—but as a carefully designed game plan intended to
capitalize on the long-term potential of each person.
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EMPLOYEE SELF-LEADERSHIP IS THE KEY

TO 21ST CENTURY LEADERSHIP

We propose a fundamentally different approach to leading people
that will become increasingly important as we move further into
the 21st century. We refer to this approach as SuperLeadership:
leading others to lead themselves. Our ideas are rooted in the view
that essentially all control over employees is ultimately self-
imposed. Regardless of where controls come from (for example,
from a manager or a company policy), the effect they have depends
on how these controls are evaluated, accepted, and translated by
each employee into his or her own personal commitment.

Just as organizations provide their members with standards, eval-
uations, rewards, and corrective feedback, individuals provide and
experience these same basic elements from within. Employees have
expectations regarding their own performance, and react positively
or negatively toward themselves in response to their own self-
evaluations.

The ultimate control 
is controlling yourself.

This is a most important point to make. Typically, organizational
attempts at employee control do not recognize the important role
of the person’s “self.” Organizational standards will not signifi-
cantly influence employee behavior if they are not accepted. Simi-
larly, organizational rewards will have a limited effect in producing
behavior that is controlled from within. Regardless of how
employee performance is appraised, the performance evaluations
that will carry the most weight will be the evaluations that employ-
ees make of themselves.

We believe the principal means of establishing the commitment
and enthusiasm necessary to achieve true long-term excellence in
an organization is to unleash the self-leadership potential within
each person. Tight external control that undermines or displaces
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an employee’s self-control system may produce compliance. Com-
mitment to excellence, however, flows from the powerful leader-
ship potential within.

To be effective, a leader must successfully 
influence the way people influence themselves.

Over-reliance on external control can produce some very dysfunc-
tional outcomes. External control can result in bureaucratic behav-
ior in which people focus their efforts only on what is measured
and rewarded by the organization, neglecting many other impor-
tant activities. It can also lead to other dysfunctional behaviors and
outcomes, such as the feeding of management information systems
with inaccurate data that artificially enhances individual perfor-
mance standings, compliance rather than commitment, and a num-
ber of other problems.

A rigid performance appraisal system for salespeople that focuses
on established sales procedures and standards may be effective in
producing short-term sales increases, for example. But long-term
performance can suffer because of a lack of attention to servicing
existing clients. Moreover, this external control process can inter-
fere with the unique creativity and interests an employee needs to
express in order to become committed to the job.

An overemphasis on external rewards at the expense of internal
(or natural) rewards can undermine important aspects of individual
motivation. If the emphasis is placed on what people will get for
doing their work (money, promotions, and so on) rather than on the
positive aspects of doing the task itself—the natural enjoyment of
a job well done—then, we would argue, meaningful commitment to
high achievement is at risk. This suggests that the way control and
leadership are viewed is all too often very limited. We propose a
new viewpoint for leadership as we look ahead to the coming
decades—one that utilizes the unique self-leadership capability
within each person.
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SUPERLEADERSHIP VERSUS

TRADITIONAL VIEWS OF LEADERSHIP

SuperLeadership is fundamentally different from traditional views
of leadership. In the next chapter we review these differences in
detail The main objective of SuperLeadership is to stimulate and
facilitate self-leadership capability and practice and, further, to make
the self-leadership process the central target of external influence.
Self-leadership is viewed as a powerful opportunity for achieving
high performance rather than as a threat to external control and
authority. In fact, if leaders really want followers to develop into
high performers, providing them with the autonomy and responsi-
bility to be more in charge of themselves and their work is essential.

The top-down, hard-nosed autocrat will become an artifact 
of history, replaced by leaders who are obsessed with the 

development of their followers.

In our research we have observed striking examples of employee
self-leadership when companies implement new forms of “team”
organization. In work systems using self-managing teams, we saw
the workers themselves make many work-related decisions such
as assignments to equipment, the handling of quality and personnel
problems, adjustments to work-shift scheduling, budget recom-
mendations, and many other concerns that have traditionally been
the responsibility of management. We also noticed employees talk-
ing about “our business,” actively striving to eliminate quality
problems and to increase productivity, solving technical problems,
and, most of all, working with not against management to make
“their company” more profitable. Workers even did what tradi-
tionally have been viewed as “crazy” things like staying after a shift
was over to lend a hand if it was needed and dropping in on week-
ends, without pay, to make sure the equipment was shut down
properly.
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Most of all, these employees seemed to believe in and be com-
mitted to their work to a degree we had not previously thought pos-
sible. More and more these evolved management practices that
originally emerged in manufacturing systems, especially the use of
empowered teams, have swept across service- and knowledge-based
work settings.

Interestingly, as we look to the future of the information-based
organizations of the 21st century, our best model of leadership may
derive from experiences in manufacturing, where team-oriented
SuperLeadership has shown significant increases in effectiveness
and productivity. Attempts to force people into some externally
designed mold not only undermine individual potential, but are
likely to deprive an organization of its long-term opportunity to
achieve high performance. The 21st-century leader should strive to
unleash the full talents of people by stimulating their own capa-
bility for self-leadership.

The unleashing of self-leadership is a very different way of view-
ing the process of leadership and control. Such an approach, how-
ever, is not entirely new in practice. In fact, several trends are
apparent that suggest that such changes have been under way for
some time. For example, almost two decades ago, in his best-sell-
ing book Megatrends, John Naisbitt identified several future trends
that are very consistent with an increased emphasis on self-con-
trol.7 Four of the ten trends he identified were moves from central-
ization to decentralization, from institutional help to self-help,
from representative democracy to participative democracy, and
from hierarchies to networking. These trends, now clearly under
way, represent a move away from more formalized structures and
institutions toward greater diversity and an emphasis on grass roots
in our society. Most of all, they suggest a recognition of people as
individuals and as uniquely valuable resources.

SuperLeadership is about a fundamentally different approach 
that stimulates and facilitates self-leadership in others . . .

that recognizes self-influence as a powerful opportunity for 
achieving excellence rather than as a threat to authority.



As highlighted in the beginning of this chapter, the increase of
people working autonomously in their homes (telecommuters) with
the aid of fax machines, home computers, the Internet, PC-based
videoconferencing, and other technological tools, has created a sig-
nificant trend toward increased reliance on self-leadership in orga-
nizational practice. How do we provide leadership to people who are
located in remote places? In addition, many organizations—fre-
quently the better performing ones—have been increasingly empha-
sizing empowerment and various forms of autonomy as a means of
increasing the capability and performance of their workforce.

D. Quinn Mills, a professor at Harvard Business School, discussed
the consequences of traditional leadership on a corps of younger
middle managers.8 When a new CEO issued his edict about the
objectives of the company, Mills discusses how an observer could
see “. . . the lights go out in many eyes. The same managers in
whom [the CEO] had once sensed a seemingly genuine desire to
have a bigger, better company suddenly appeared disaffected and
sullen. Even when [the CEO] announced the chance of hefty
bonuses . . . enthusiasm among the assembled managers was con-
spicuous by its absence.”

Mills further described the longer-term consequences of this 
action: “Within a year, several of the company’s best managers had
quit. Competitors were still gaining on the company, yet morale
was so low that no one was pushing to turn the situation around.”
This CEO was no SuperLeader! He had forgotten the importance of
gaining the commitment of younger managers as a critical step on
the road to success.

The time is ripe for a new perspective on leadership. . . . 
SuperLeadership—leading others to lead themselves—

can help meet this challenge.

We are very optimistic about our economic future because we
realize that we have barely scratched the surface of our most pow-
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erful resource for economic and social progress—the vast potential
for self-discovery within each person. The tremendous power of
committed, motivated, self-led people can be the key to economic
and social progress beyond what our world has ever seen.

Traditional control methods will not allow this potential to be
unleashed. For years, too many organizations have experienced
employee compliance rather than commitment, mediocre produc-
tivity and quality, and dissatisfaction among their workforce.
Increases in globalization and international competition have made
it all too apparent that such traditional controls can no longer be
tolerated if companies are to survive and maintain their world
standing. Achieving the ideal of commitment to high performance
calls for a new era of facilitating the internal energy and potential
of people through widespread self-leadership. Striving to meet this
challenge through SuperLeadership is at the heart of this important
quest.

THE CHALLENGE AND OPPORTUNITY

OF LEADING IN THE NEW ERA

As we move further into the new century and the new millennium,
we believe this is a great time to be in business. Employee produc-
tivity and product quality have risen significantly in the last few
years and American business has reemerged as a world leader.
Opportunities for achieving great things and for experiencing ful-
fillment in work and life have never been greater. Medical advances
and increased standards of living have enabled people to enjoy
longer and healthier lives. Educational opportunities are fantastic,
and the war on ignorance has had many victories—preschool, pri-
mary school, colleges and universities, continuing and adult edu-
cation, home computers, the Internet . . . the tally is impressive.
And scientific advances have provided many impressive technolo-
gies, such as automated factories, robotics, palm computers,
biotechnology, advanced information systems, and so on, which
only a few decades ago would have seemed impossible. If we take
stock of the positive opportunities that exist for corporations and
their employees, it is difficult to be blind to the potential.
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But the challenges, obviously, are great. It’s highly unlikely that
people can reasonably expect to learn everything they’ll need to be
successful in their careers during “school years.” It’s no longer what
you know, but knowing how to learn. Lifelong learning is no longer
a luxury; it’s now a requirement for survival. Most people cannot
possess all the knowledge required to perform their work. If we
truly aspire to high performance, we need to be continually learn-
ing and benefiting from the knowledge of others.

The 21st century has brought many challenges and many oppor-
tunities. Self-leadership is the key to enhancing the learning that is
necessary to enable us to meet the challenges of this information-
rich and knowledge-based era. And SuperLeadership provides the
tools for leaders to be able to create this self-leadership in others.
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Dennis Bakke of 
AES Corporation

Ken A. Smith

Dennis Bakke, cofounder and CEO of AES Corporation, is widely considered
to be among today’s most successful corporate leaders.Together with Roger
Sant, Bakke founded AES as an international independent power company in
1981 with the mission to serve the world’s need for electricity by offering
clean, safe, and reliable power in a socially responsible way.

While the operating and financial performance of AES has been remarkable,
Bakke would argue that his greater success lies in the people of AES. Harvard
Business Review, Fast Company, Business Week, and others have called Bakke
one of the most “enlightened” corporate leaders of the modern era, a role
model for those who are committed to developing and empowering others.
We call him a “SuperLeader.”

FROM PERSONAL TO CORPORATE VALUES

Bakke is a SuperLeader whose leadership is rooted in two primary beliefs that
predate the founding of AES. First, he believes that businesses do not exist
primarily to make money; they exist to serve. Says Bakke, “The purpose of
business and the purpose of AES [is] stewarding resources in order to meet
a need in society.You start with that premise. If you don’t start with that
premise, none of this stuff makes sense.”1

Second, people matter.They have desires and skills that can and should be
developed. So, says Bakke,“People development is almost as high a purpose
as meeting a need in society.”

PROFILEPROFILE
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THE PERFORMANCE OF AES

AES currently has operations in 24 countries with 146 power plants in operation
or under construction, yielding a combined capacity of 52,000 megawatts of elec-
tricity.The distribution business, which represents 39 percent of revenues, sells
electricity to approximately 15 million consumers around the world including com-
mercial, industrial, governmental and residential customers. Capitalizing on recent
moves toward privatization and deregulation of electric utilities, in 1999 AES had a
portfolio of 165 active new business ideas in over 50 countries.

AES has pursued a strategy of operating excellence, resulting in high standards of
operation and leadership in environmental matters associated with independent
power production. On average,AES operates its worldwide power plants at 60 
percent of the permitted U.S. emission levels, thereby exceeding the federal per-
formance standards mandated for such plants under the Clean Air Act.AES has also
offset carbon dioxide emissions by funding projects such as the planting of trees in
Guatemala and the preservation of forest land in Paraguay. In 1999,AES voluntarily
made a risky $32 million investment to develop the largest selective catalytic
reduction reactor ever built on a coal-fired boiler, which reduced nitrogen oxides
(NOx) emissions in its New York plant by 90 percent.AES has also established a
better-than-average safety record in its industry.

AES went public in 1991 and is now included in the S&P 500. In 1999, the company
generated $3.3 billion in revenues on $21 billion in assets. By early 2000, its market
value reached $17.7 billion.The company has ranked on Fortune’s list of America’s
100 fastest-growing companies. By any standard, Bakke has created a successful
business enterprise.

“People can be trusted 

to do the right thing.”

Bakke is articulate about the connection between this philosophy and his
deeply held spiritual beliefs. He believes that people are spiritual beings with
inherent, individual worth. People are special and unique; they are creative,
accountable, and trustworthy. But Bakke also recognizes that people are fal-
lible, so forgiveness and reconciliation are necessary dimensions of human
interaction.Thus, Bakke desires to engage the whole person in the business
enterprise and treat mistakes as learning opportunities.AES’s nonhierarchi-
cal structure clearly reflects this.

Finally, Bakke believes that stewardship of the earth and its resources for
the benefit of all is a primary responsibility of mankind.The company’s com-
mitment to social responsibility is a logical result.



Bakke’s commitment to the value of people also derives from his experi-
ence of strong personal relationships between members of AES’s founding
team, which predate the founding of the company. Bakke worked as Roger
Sant’s deputy at the Federal Energy Administration from 1974 to 1976, and
then at the Energy Productivity Center at Carnegie-Mellon University from
1977 to 1981. Sant then served as AES’s founding CEO, with Bakke filling the
roles of president and chief operating officer. During these years Bakke
observed Sant’s commitment to developing those around him, and personally
benefited from Sant’s mentoring.The experience led Bakke to the conclu-
sion that relationships are key to fostering individual growth; they are funda-
mental to effective SuperLeadership. Says Bakke, “Our goal was to build a
company that we ourselves would want to work in.”

Bakke’s personal philosophy is clearly reflected in AES’s four core values,
which are:

➧ To act with integrity

➧ To be fair

➧ To have fun

➧ To be socially responsible

Bakke is quick to point out that these are “shared” values, originally articu-
lated by the founders and officers; they are not exclusively his own creation.
Nevertheless, he views his primary role as CEO and leader to be communi-
cating and holding the company to these values. Says Bakke,“The only thing
that we hold tightly as to what has to be done are the four values.” 

Bakke describes integrity as “ . . . it fits together as a whole . . .wholeness, com-
pleteness.” In practice this means that the things AES people say and do in all
parts of the company should fit together with truth and consistency. “The
main thing we do is ask the question,‘What did we commit?’” Bakke explains.
“We have a rule here that says, ‘Whoever is the senior person at any meet-
ing’—I don’t care if you’ve been here one day or ten years—‘can commit the
company.’ That’s almost unheard of, because nobody is ever given authority to
commit their company . . . unless you’re at the CEO level, and sometimes I’m
not so sure about that.” But at AES, people engaged in negotiation can com-
mit the company, and they know the company will back them up.
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Fairness means treating its people, customers, suppliers, stockholders, gov-
ernments, and the communities in which AES operates fairly.Defining what is
fair is often difficult, but the main point is that the company believes it is help-
ful to question routinely the relative fairness of alternative courses of action.
This means that AES does not try to get the most out of each negotiation or
transaction to the detriment of others. Bakke challenges his people to ask,“Is
it fair? Would I feel as good on the other side of the table as I feel on this side
of the table about the outcome of this meeting, or this decision, with my
employee or supervisor or customer?”

The third value is fun. “If it isn’t fun we don’t want it,” says Bakke. “We
either want to quit or change something that we’re doing.” Bakke wants the
people AES employs, and those with whom the company interacts, to have fun
in their work. He elaborates:“By fun we don’t mean party fun.We’re talking
about creating an environment where people can use their gifts and skills
productively to help meet a need in society and thereby enjoy the time spent
at AES.” What is “fun” is that people are fully engaged.“It’s that creative envi-
ronment where people can thrive and become stars. . . . It’s where you’re try-
ing to make other people stars,” says Bakke.“We can break down the barriers
so folks can use those wonderful gifts and skills that they’ve been given or
acquired along the way.That’s what people really find fun. And that’s what
we’re trying to do.”

The fourth value is social responsibility.“We see ourselves as a citizen of the
world,” says Bakke.This value presumes that AES has a responsibility to be
involved in projects that provide social benefits, such as lower costs to cus-
tomers, a high degree of safety and reliability, increased employment, and a
cleaner environment.“We try to do things that you’d like your neighbor to do.”

MODELING AND ENCOURAGING 
SUPERLEADERSHIP

AES’s values, and Dennis Bakke’s personal leadership, focus on people.
Whether being responsive to needs of people outside the company (e.g.,
social responsibility) or AES’s own (e.g., fun), the focus is on giving people the
opportunity to develop and lead themselves.

Modeling Self-Leadership 
An important aspect of Bakke’s leadership is modeling self-leadership behav-
iors for the organization. One process through which this is done has been
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annual visits to the plants by the corporation’s top executives.“Every officer
has to go once a year to one plant for a week,” says Bakke.“It’s partly sym-
bolic, partly it’s a tremendous time to get to know some of the folks.” An
important part of the symbolism is that senior managers interact with
employees in a way that demonstrates their similar values and oneness of
purpose.

It was during his early plant visits that Bakke observed that people through-
out the company have the same motivations and the same concerns. So Bakke
asked,“Why are [people in the plants] being managed in a different way from
what we do in Arlington? Why are the maintenance people all here in their
own group, and office people in another? And here are operators, and the
operators can’t do any maintenance? Maintenance people have to come and
do these kinds of things? It’s the old union thing,where you hold the plug and
I’ll plug it in. I said,‘Why do we do that?’”

Bakke elaborates,“One guy was complaining,‘Well, you know, maintenance
guys never do this.They never get it done. I put the work order in and it never
gets done.And they wouldn’t let us do it.And they . . .’ I started asking, ‘Well,
who in the world are “They?”’ ‘Well, uh . . . the guys in Arlington,’ or ‘the peo-
ple in the administration building,’ or ‘the plant manager.’ People very seldom
could tell you who ‘they’ were,but it was somebody out there.Somebody other
than themselves was responsible for their job and making them helpless.” 

So AES came up with an “Anti-They” campaign to communicate the kind
of self-responsible behavior the company needed.“Everyone had a great time
with it,” says Bakke.“Anti-They.The big international symbol,‘They’ with a line
through it. . . .A guy in the control room would say,‘Well, they won’t.They don’t
care. They don’t want to do this.’ We’d say, ‘Who’s they?’ Now they do it to
each other, trying to get people to say we.” 

Needless to say, these executive visits 
to the plant are highly symbolic.

The campaign against “they” is one outgrowth of the annual visit to plants
by senior managers. Each executive voluntarily spends at least one week at a
specific operating plant—not to review or receive briefings, but to participate
in the everyday activities of the plant by carrying out the work assigned to a

34 THE GHOSTS OF LEADERSHIP



specific job. Each executive takes on at least one job per day, and some of
these jobs can be fairly rough or dirty.The impact of these visits is significant.
It conveys the notion that each job is important, and that no one is too good
to work at any job—no matter how rough or dirty it is. It also evokes a
strong sense of loyalty, commitment, and a sense of ownership throughout the
company. In addition to membership in their immediate work team, each
employee feels a part of the larger organizational team.And knowing where
one fits in is fundamental to being able to lead oneself.

Fostering Self-Leadership 
To foster self-leadership, Bakke has sought to move AES employees from
hourly wages to salaried positions. By 1998, 50 percent of AES employees
were salaried, but Bakke is working toward the day when there won’t be any
hourly workers anywhere in the world.According to Bakke,“When you pay
someone a salary and make them eligible for bonuses and stock ownership,
you are saying, ‘Our assumptions about you are no different from those we
have about the plant leader.You can and should bring your brainpower and
soul—your whole person—to work.’”2 In effect the company is saying,“You
are a part of this organization; you have the same worth as everyone else.”

Bakke also desires that people take responsibility for their own career
development.One way to do this is to provide opportunities for job rotation.
Bakke recalls:“The example of Pete Norgeot’s career with us is a good case
in point. Before joining our Thames plant in Connecticut, he was a heavy-
machine operator. His first assignment with us was as a member of the fuel-
handling team. He stayed with that team for six months, then shifted to the
water treatment team, and then to the boiler team. For three years, he basi-
cally went from group to group.He studied all the technical books he could—
we have manuals on every aspect of our operation, and you can use them to
help prepare for the qualification exams that you must pass before you can
work in an area.After spending three years at Thames, he learned of an oppor-
tunity in our Medway plant in England, and he took it.After a few years, he was
selected to be the plant manager at our new Barry facility in Wales.”3

The idea of taking responsibility for your own career, making the effort to
develop yourself and being compensated accordingly, is consistent with AES’s
definition of “fun” as a value.Treating employees as salaried professionals and
providing them opportunities for development are but two of the ways Bakke
seeks to foster self-management.
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Summary
Thus far we have seen that Dennis Bakke, as a SuperLeader, personally mod-
els self-leadership and fosters self-leadership in others.His motivation comes
from the personal philosophy that businesses exist to meet a need in society,
and that people are valuable and should be developed.This philosophy has in
turn given rise to a set of shared company values that delineate how AES
conducts its business.

Leadership requires that one be clear on direction and be able to motivate
others to its pursuit. SuperLeadership, however, requires transfer of owner-
ship of direction and motivation to those engaged in the pursuit, such that
they lead themselves. For Bakke,AES’s shared values are a primary mechanism
for this transfer of ownership. Later in the book we will revisit Dennis Bakke
and AES Corporation to review other aspects of SuperLeadership in action.
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The Strongman, Transactor,2Visionary Hero, and SuperLeader

GENERAL DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER had a high opinion of the

potential of the common man.1 In 1967 he wrote:“In our Army, it was

thought that every private had at least a second lieutenant’s gold bars some-

where in him and he was helped and encouraged to earn them. . . . I am

inclined by nature to be optimistic about the capacity of a person to rise

higher than he or she has thought possible, once interest and ambition are

aroused.”2

Since he thought well of others, he intuitively understood the advantage of

sharing information with subordinates. For example, he wrote that “The Army

. . . as far back as the days of von Steuben, learned that Americans either will

not or cannot fight at maximum efficiency unless they understand the why

and wherefore of their orders.”3

Baron Friedrich von Steuben, a Prussian-born American general during the

Revolutionary War, found that American soldiers required something special

to fight at maximum efficiency. In other words, these soldiers required lead-

ership that matched their personal goals to reach the targets of the army.To

that end, von Steuben modified his own European-based command practices,

trying to understand the individual American soldier’s role and motivation.

This optimistic viewpoint of man-in-general is a fairly common character-

istic of SuperLeaders. They seem to have unlimited faith that, if given the

opportunity to perform, most people will come through.



What is your viewpoint of the “common man”? How do you
think your followers are likely to react if given the opportunity for
independent responsibility? How much time and effort do you
spend preparing your followers for self-leadership? The way you
answer these questions is likely to be very strongly predictive of
your own leadership. Can you prepare your followers to work in a
creative and independent mode?

Whenever we think of leadership, we typically think of some cat-
egory or type of leader. Often we call this “leadership style.” What
we are usually talking about is a pattern of behaviors that together
we can think of as “style” or “type.” The previous story of Dwight
Eisenhower represents a combination of types. Of course we think
of him as a Visionary Hero type, but we also think of him as a Super-
Leader.

In this chapter we define four prominent types of leaders: the
Strongman, the Transactor, the Visionary Hero, and the Super-
Leader. One purpose of this discussion is to ask yourself the ques-
tion: “What type of leader am I?” And further, “What type of leader
do I want to be?”

WHAT IS LEADERSHIP?

There is an old Norse word, Laed, meaning “to determine the
course of a ship.” Our modern word “to lead” clearly is derived
from this ancient Viking expression. And it’s easy to think of the
CEO of our contemporary organization as one who determines the
course of the ship or, in this case, organization. But in the business
environment of the 21st century, how should this guidance take
place? Today we describe many organizations as consisting of clus-
ters and flows of “knowledge” and “information” and as being
staffed by “knowledge workers.” This introduces a challenging
question for leadership: What kind of leader do we need in order to
create and lead the knowledge workers of the 21st century?

Clearly, the word leadership itself is value-laden. We usually
think of the word in positive terms, one who has a special capacity.
Most of us would rather be a “leader” than a “manager,” or a
“leader” rather than a “politician.” Sometimes the word leadership
refers to a role rather than behaviors. We recently heard an execu-
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tive from Xerox, for example, refer to the Xerox managers as “the
leadership.” Personally, we are not comfortable with this definition
because it implies that those in the lower ranks are not leaders—and
in fact, this book is about the diffusion of leadership throughout an
organization, not just at the top. Some of the most remarkable lead-
ers of all time have not had the benefit of formal position to support
their leadership. 

Mahatma Gandhi led for decades 
without ever holding formal office.

There are hundreds of definitions of leadership. But to us, funda-
mentally leadership means influence—the influence of people. This
is a broad definition, and would include a wide variety of behaviors
intended to influence others. In this chapter we briefly define and
discuss various ways of influencing others—that is, different types
or “styles” of leadership. Later throughout the book we focus
mainly on SuperLeadership, a particular kind of empowering lead-
ership that concentrates on leading others to lead themselves.

Most leadership perspectives view the leader as the only source
of influence. The leader leads (influences) and followers follow (are
influenced). This leader-centric view of influence was adequate for
hundreds of years but, especially recently, many limitations of this
view have emerged. In the 21st century the challenge of influence
has indeed passed over a new threshold that views leadership in a
whole new light. In this chapter we trace some of the primary types
of influence that have defined most leadership practice for several
decades, and even centuries. Each of the types we discuss is still
alive and well in many settings, and each still has a place in the
leader’s repertoire. Yet, all too often, poor choices are made regard-
ing which leadership types are used in specific situations and which
are emphasized the most overall.

In the past, especially in our book Company of Heroes, we used
the terms Strongman, Transactor, Visionary Hero, and SuperLeader
to identify different leader types. Here we continue with these
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labels that capture the spirit of the primary types of leadership each
of us can understand and identify. 

THE STRONGMAN

Sometimes when we think of leadership, the rough-and-tough
image of John Wayne comes to mind. He is not afraid to knock some
heads to get followers to do what he wants them to do. We see a fig-
ure larger than life, who leads by commanding others. We can also
think of this leader as the “Boss.” He uses the authority of his posi-
tion to influence others, who mainly comply out of fear. If the job
is not performed as commanded, some significant form of punish-
ment is delivered to the guilty party. The most common behaviors
of this leader are instruction, command, assigned goals, threat,
intimidation, and reprimand.

Roberto Goizueta’s 16-year tenure as CEO of Atlanta-based Coca-Cola was a

hard act to follow. Goizueta was highly regarded as a charismatic Visionary Hero,

whose flamboyant style characterized his remarkable leadership. Coke’s value

had increased from $4.3 billion to $147 billion4 before his untimely death. But

the board was confident when it appointed Doug Ivester as Goizueta’s succes-

sor.After all, Ivester had been groomed by Goizueta over several years.

But Ivester lasted only two years. With earnings declines in both years, the

board found it necessary to move on to a new CEO.According to Fortune mag-

azine, the problem was not Ivester’s experience or intellectual capacity but a fail-

ure of “that ethereal thing called leadership.”

Ivester was known for his grasp of the tiniest detail. He seemed to be

obsessed with doing things in an orderly, rational way. “He took pride in being

a substance-over-style guy. . . . And while he was in command of a vast number

of details, he seemed to lose sight of the big picture.” Ivester was high on disci-

pline and control, telling Fortune,“We operate with a rigid control system.”While
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he invested significantly in developing technology for a modern data-driven

information system, the information contributed to his isolation.The vision that

Goizueta had established over the years seemed to have become lost.

To us, Ivester is an example of a Strongman type of leader. He
was highly directive and intolerant of deviations from the pre-
scribed way of doing things. Most of all he seemed unaware of the
image, and encouragement of initiative and creativity, that are nec-
essary with a market-driven company like Coke. While Strongman
leadership may create a response in the short term, the longer-term
effects can be quite devastating, especially when creativity is a nec-
essary element for success.

THE TRANSACTOR

The second view of leadership is the Transactor, who enters into an
exchange relationship with others. This leader type may trigger
memories of pigeons pecking at levers in order to get food pellet
rewards during experiments that were part of the behavior modifi-
cation movement in the 1960s and 1970s, with its emphasis on pos-
itive reinforcement principles. This leader influences through the
dispensation of rewards in exchange for compliance from follow-
ers. The behaviors most frequently used by this leader are personal
and material rewards that are given in return for effort, perform-
ance, and loyalty to the leader. 

Followers of the Transactor take a calculative view of their work:
“I will do what he/she wants as long as the rewards keep coming.”
Transactor leadership is a classic, time-honored type of leadership
found in the corporate world. Transactor leadership is still widely
practiced today and, combined with some Visionary Hero leader-
ship and a bit of Strongman leadership, can still be effective within
the short term. Consider the case of Lawrence J. Ellison, chairman
of number-two software maker Oracle Corporation:5
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Oracle Corporation, with its market position in database software, has become

a leading power in applying database software to the Internet revolution.

According to Business Week magazine, CEO Lawrence Ellison has developed a

system of leadership that he believes is critical in leading the company into the

21st century.The key to Ellison’s philosophy is the use of Internet and database

technology to construct an organization that can be characterized as “central-

ized control.”

Ellison is clearly a Visionary Hero type of leader, as demonstrated by his

aggressive mission of transforming Oracle from a database-specialized company

into an Internet and b2b powerhouse. But Ellison also tends to favor Transactor

methods to implement this changeover. Ellison has transformed Oracle into a

tightly run company.“Larry has the people in this company screwed down tight,”

says chief financial officer Jeffrey O. Henley.

Ellison personally rewrote sales contracts and developed pricing standards to

reduce the control and flexibility of the field salespeople. According to Ellison,

“All the individuality is bled out of the system and replaced by standards. Peo-

ple don’t run their own show anymore.”

The sales reps are paid well, but under tight control. According to Business

Week, “Ellison’s approach is to use the carrot first, and then the stick.” Ellison’s

main objective is to boost the profit margins, not sales goals, and he compen-

sates his country managers well for meeting ambitious profit-margin targets.

Ellison’s leadership even intrudes into the work territory of some of his clos-

est sidekicks. Oracle president Raymond J. Lane recounts the story of Ellison

inserting himself into Lane’s consulting and sales responsibilities.“All of a sudden,

Larry is in your mess kit drilling down for four hours. . . . Some days I’ll walk out

of a meeting saying, ‘I don’t need this.’” But Lane doesn’t really seem to object.

He’s quite happy with the bottom line results: “What Larry’s doing is working 

. . . look at the stock price.”
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Certainly, at certain times and places, Transactor leadership has
its merits. We think of President Lyndon Johnson, for example, who
was the consummate Transactor leader in his successful attempts
to guide Congress through the civil rights legislation of the mid-
1960s.

THE VISIONARY HERO

The most popular current view of leadership is the exciting and
charismatic leader who inspires and motivates others. We call this
type the Visionary Hero. This type is characterized by an ability to
create a highly motivating and absorbing vision of the future. This
leader has the capacity to energize others to pursue the vision. For
many, this leader is almost larger than life and sometimes attains
a mythic reputation.

“ . . . In a crisis, we tend to look for the wrong kind of leadership.
. . . We should be calling for leadership that will challenge us

to face problems for which there are no simple, painless solutions—
problems that require us to learn new ways.”

—Ronald A. Heifetz6

While many view this type of leadership very positively in terms
of inspiring others to pursue a captivating cause, we sometimes for-
get that Visionary Hero leadership is mainly a top-down influence
process. The leader is the primary source of wisdom and direction,
and tends to occupy the spotlight while followers fade into the
shadows. The leader’s power is based on a capability to generate a
commitment by the follower to the leader’s vision and persona. The
leader uses behaviors such as formulating and communicating a
vision, exhortation, inspiration and persuasion, and challenge to
the status quo. Other terms that have been used to describe this
leader are “transformational” and “charismatic.” Consider the case
of Richard Branson, one of the most remarkable Visionary Hero
leaders of our time:7
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Richard Branson is the founder and CEO of the Virgin Group, one of the world’s

most prominent global brands.Their business holdings include a wide variety of

products and services, of which Virgin Atlantic Airlines is perhaps the most

prominent. Branson is viewed by the public as a celebrity, entrepreneur, adven-

turer and risk-taker.These viewpoints are pivotal in interpreting the leadership

of Branson, whom we believe to be a classic Visionary Hero.

Branson seemed to be marked for special achievement at a young age. At

graduation, his headmaster said, “Congratulations, Branson. I predict that you

will either go to prison or become a millionaire.”8

By nature, Branson is a shy man—but he has never hesitated to promote the

Virgin brand through promotion of his products and his adventurous exploits. He

has raced speedboats, flown hot air balloons, and jumped out of airplanes. He

enjoys challenges, relishes being the underdog, and challenging the establishment.

Branson has often been praised for his skills in motivating his employees. His

leadership, in fact, has been described as an extension of his personality.“Bran-

son is good at surrounding himself with very talented people and creating the

right environment for them to flourish.”9 He has a great deal of direct personal

communication with his employees and a reputation for being very accessible.

He is known as a corporate leader who loves his employees, treats them like

family, inspires them to achieve great things, and empowers them to become

great leaders.

Branson may have a touch of SuperLeadership but he’s mainly a Visionary

Hero.The strength of his leadership of Virgin is based on people wanting to fol-

low Richard Branson the persona. His power is primarily inspirational. Employ-

ees’ emotional commitment is based on Branson’s vision.The important decisions

at Virgin are mainly made by Branson. “Although I listen carefully to everyone,

there are times when I make up my mind and just do it,” he says of himself.10

Branson has achieved great success with his Visionary Hero leadership. He is

a billionaire who has fame, celebrity status, wealth, friends, family, and fun. He is
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a gifted entrepreneur.Through his visionary leadership, he is a great motivator

of people.

THE SUPERLEADER

The fourth view of leadership is the SuperLeader, one who leads
others to lead themselves. The SuperLeader is also known as an
empowering leader. With this type of leader, the focus is mainly on
the followers. Leaders become “super”—possessing the strength
and wisdom of many persons—by helping to unleash the abilities of
the followers who surround them. The SuperLeader multiplies
his/her own strength through the strength of others.

The leader’s task becomes that of helping followers to develop
their own self-leadership skills to contribute more fully to the
organization. The SuperLeader encourages follower initiative, self-
responsibility, self-confidence, self-goal-setting, positive opportu-
nity thinking, and self-problem-solving. The SuperLeader encour-
ages others to take responsibility rather than giving orders. One
especially important part of the SuperLeadership challenge in the
21st century is to assure that followers have needed information
and knowledge to exercise their own self-leadership. 

The SuperLeadership perspective transcends heroic leadership. In
the past, the idea of a leader implied that the spotlight was on the
leader. With SuperLeadership the spotlight is placed on the follower.
Followers, in turn, tend to experience exceptional commitment and
ownership of their work.

SuperLeadership is not permissiveness. It’s an active form 
of leadership that encourages others to lead themselves.

Sometimes, people confuse empowerment with permissiveness.
But the two are definitely not the same in the case of SuperLeader-
ship. Follower self-leadership is not a permission or privilege, but a
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clearly focused strategy to empower through enhancing follower
skill, confidence, and especially knowledge and information. Ensur-
ing that knowledge and information is appropriately placed in an
organization is critical to effective SuperLeadership. Bill Gates
described the importance of “information . . . that enables knowl-
edge workers to turn passive data into active information.”11 He
emphasizes the role of information to empower rather than con-
trol. The leader of the 21st century is one who can create a company
of self-leaders who have the knowledge and information to have a
meaningful impact on their work and their organization. 

IS ONE TYPE OF LEADERSHIP BEST?

We live in a competitive society and we often treat viewpoints and
opinions in a competitive mode. For example, when discussing var-
ious types of leadership we often hear the question, “Which type is
best?”

Well, we are clearly biased toward SuperLeadership, since this is
what the book is about. But we recognize that the different types of
leadership each have their own advantages. See the following chart
for our views of the characteristics or outcomes generally found
from each type of leadership.

Note that all of the four leadership types can be useful in influ-
encing others. But only SuperLeadership has a long-term perspective
that concentrates on the development of followers. Because leading
others to lead themselves is such an important challenge for lead-
ership in the 21st century, and the primary focus of this book, we
will devote the remainder of this chapter to some overall Super-
Leadership issues.

THE CHALLENGE OF SUPERLEADERSHIP

With SuperLeadership, the important twist in the leadership process
is that followers are now treated as—and become—leaders. The
apparent contradictions inherent in leading others to lead them-
selves require some mental adjustment. For example, if followers
lead themselves, then is the leader really leading at all? Our answer
is an emphatic yes, although the specific leader behaviors are quite
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different. The leader is leading followers to be the best self-leaders
they can be. 

The apparent contradictions inherent in leading others to 
lead themselves require some mental adjustment. . . . This

approach challenges leaders to rethink their fundamental assump-
tions about leadership and authority.

PREDICTABLE OUTCOMES OF FOUR LEADERSHIP TYPES

Strongman

➧ short-term compliance

➧ short-term learning

➧ low flexibility

➧ dissatisfaction

➧ high turnover 

➧ long-term rebellion

➧ low innovation

➧ compliance

Transactor

➧ stable good performance

➧ satisfaction with pay

➧ low turnover

➧ low innovation

➧ low flexibility

➧ calculative, self-serving 
perspective

➧ compliance

Visionary Hero  

➧ high performance

➧ enthusiasm

➧ long-term commitment

➧ emotional involvement

➧ difficulties in leader’s absence 
caused by dependence or 
turnover if leader leaves

➧ problems if the leader’s vision
is incorrect or unethical

SuperLeader

➧ high long-term performance

➧ short-term confusion/
frustration

➧ high follower self-confidence

➧ high follower development

➧ very high flexibility

➧ high innovation

➧ ability to work in absence 
of leader

➧ teamwork



In the long run, SuperLeadership can produce significant benefits
in terms of increased performance, innovation, and fulfillment for
leaders and followers (self-leaders) alike. Self-leadership is the
engine and provides much of the energy required for success. Self-
leadership is the essence of effective followership. SuperLeadership
provides a context for self-leadership, a means of coordinating it
among individuals, and a support mechanism for its development.
In short, SuperLeaders inspire and facilitate self-leadership in their
followers.

PUTTING SUPERLEADERSHIP INTO PRACTICE

How do we execute SuperLeadership? The ways for developing self-
leadership in others can be divided up in many ways. One very
broadbrush view for understanding the overall approaches for imple-
menting SuperLeadership includes three general strategies: inter-
personal strategies, team strategies, and organizational strategies.

Empowerment can be implemented through interpersonal strate-
gies. That is, on a day-to-day basis the execution of SuperLeadership
is mainly vested in the interpersonal verbal and nonverbal com-
munications that occur between a leader and followers. The 
purpose of this leader-follower interaction emphasizes placing
knowledge and information in the hands of the follower so that the
follower can act with authority when needed.

SuperLeadership can operate at three levels: 
the interpersonal, the team, and the organization.

Empowerment can also be implemented through team strategies.
In fact, teams are the primary vehicle that contemporary organiza-
tions use to implement employee empowerment. Project, task
force, concurrent engineering, cross-functional, top management,
and self-directed teams are all team approaches to empowering oth-
ers. Teams can be an extremely useful vehicle for launching self-
leadership.
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Finally, organizations can be changed to enhance the empower-
ment and self-leadership of others. For example, the notion of hor-
izontal or flat organizations pushes responsibility down to the
lowest levels. Network and virtual organizational designs are also
consistent with the idea of SuperLeadership. 

In summary, the essence of SuperLeadership is the challenge of
leading followers to discover the potentialities that lie within them-
selves. In the following chapters, we concentrate on this theme:
How can SuperLeaders lead others to lead themselves? The heart of
SuperLeadership is follower self-leadership—the behavioral and
cognitive strategies that each of us uses every day to influence our
own behavior. Follower self-leadership is the main target of the
SuperLeader’s attention and action.
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Chainsaw Al—
SuperLeader Not!

Abhishek Srivastava

In 30 years of corporate life, Albert J. Dunlap acquired nicknames such as
“Chainsaw Al,” “Rambo in Pinstripes,” and “The Shredder,” which aptly char-
acterized his leadership as CEO of several companies. He would storm a
company that was in distress, slash a significant proportion of its manpower,
sell big chunks of its businesses, use this money to reduce debt, improve the
stock price, set the company for sale, and move on to other companies—usu-
ally becoming richer in the process.

After graduating from West Point and serving three years in the military,
Dunlap began his business career as a junior executive at Kimberly-Clark
Corporation, a leading manufacturer of paper products. But he soon took
advantage of an opportunity to run a company, even though he had not yet
reached the age of 30.The owner of Sterling Pulp and Paper Company, Ely
Meyer, was encountering considerable debt and severe problems of produc-
tion.Meyer offered the young, ambitious Dunlap the opportunity to run Ster-
ling, thus providing him the opportunity for his first lessons in turning around
a poorly performing business.

THE “SLASH AND BURN” LEADER

His experience at Sterling began Dunlap’s reign as a Strongman leader,marked
by a string of slash-and-burn massacres at a variety of companies.He attacked
the problems at Sterling in military fashion, reducing costs, laying off people,
and pruning operations.

Later, in 1983, he was appointed CEO of Lily-Tulip Company, one of the
largest suppliers of disposable cups to the food service industry. As he
described in his autobiography, on the first day of his assignment at Lily-Tulip
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he called a brief meeting of the senior management. Based partly on infor-
mation and partly on instinct, he pointed his index finger at the people he
wanted to remain and said,“You two stay—the rest of you are fired. Good-
bye.”1 In his three-year stay at Lily-Tulip he cut headquarters staff by 50 per-
cent and salaried staff by 20 percent.2

His next assignment was with Crown-Zellerbach, a troubled timber com-
pany.This opportunity brought him in contact with Sir James Goldsmith, a
European billionaire and statesman. Goldsmith was internationally known as
a hostile-takeover artist. Dunlap mastered the slash-and-burn approach of
quick turnaround under Goldsmith’s mentoring. Dunlap acknowledged, “Sir
James was a larger-than-life influence on me.”3 In his three years at Crown-
Zellerbach, from 1986–89, Dunlap slashed distribution centers from 22 to
four, and reduced staff by 22 percent.4

James Goldsmith christened Dunlap 
with the title, “Rambo in Pinstripes.””5

In his next assignment, at Australian National Industries, Dunlap reduced
employment by 47 percent in 11 months, including a reduction of headquar-
ters staff from 200 to 23.At Consolidated Press he sold off 300 of 413 com-
panies.6

The crowning moment of Dunlap’s slash-and-burn style came with his
assignment to Scott Paper Company, the Philadelphia-based paper producer.
On his third day, he fired nine of the firm’s eleven top executives.Within a rel-
atively short period of time, Dunlap eliminated more than 11,000 jobs, or a
third of the payroll.7 In 1995 Dunlap made a name for himself on Wall Street
by selling Scott Paper to Kimberly-Clark Corporation for about $9 billion, or
about three times the company’s market value when he had taken over two
years earlier. For less than two years’ work he walked away with $100 mil-
lion in salary, bonus, stock gains, and other perks.8

Dunlap had established a well-developed pattern, swiftly moving from one
company to another, firing executives, slashing manpower,divesting businesses,
improving the financials, and, eventually, selling the company. Interestingly, the
popular media paid little attention to the rebuilding and reinvestment that
seemed to be necessary after Chainsaw Al had departed.
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SUNBEAM—CHAINSAW’S WATERLOO

The apparent success of Dunlap’s leadership at Scott Paper earned him wide
publicity.When it became public knowledge that he was taking charge of Sun-
beam Corporation, the stock price soared. As a Wall Street Journal report
points out, the stock rose not on expectation of growth but in anticipation
of Dunlap’s ability to downsize and quickly sell the company.9 Dunlap took the
reins of the company in July 1996, and five months later, in his typical style,
announced elimination of nearly 50 percent of the company’s 12,000 employ-
ees, sale or consolidation of 39 of its 53 facilities, and scrapping of 87 percent
of Sunbeam’s products.10 The stock market euphoria continued until March
1998, when Sunbeam stock closed at a record high of $52 a share.

Until this point, at least on the surface, Dunlap’s leadership seemed to be
effective from a financial viewpoint. But the weaknesses of this very short-
term perspective were about to rear their ugly heads.The first shoe fell on
April 3, 1998,when Sunbeam stock fell by 25 percent after PaineWebber ana-
lyst Andrew Shore downgraded it.11 This was in response to the company’s
shocking report of losses in the first quarter of 1998 after posting an impres-
sive performance in 1997. On May 11, 1998, Dunlap told investors he had
taken his eye “off the ball,” and promised that it would “never happen again.”12

However, it was too late. On June 13, 1998, the directors of the board uncer-
emoniously fired him from his position as chairman and CEO of Sunbeam.
“We lost confidence in his leadership and his forecasts,”13 said Peter A.Langer-
man, who led the revolt of the board of directors and was named chairman.

Dunlap’s two-year tenure 
left the company in shambles.

Shortly after Dunlap’s demise at Sunbeam, the company experienced an
investigation by the Securities and Exchange Commission. Also, shareholder
suits alleged that Sunbeam had pumped up its winter sales by selling products
to retailers on attractive terms, with the understanding that they would be
delivered later. Shareholders contended that they were misled about the com-
pany’s health. Sunbeam sold $50 million worth of grills in December and
allowed retailers until June to pay for them. Shareholders claimed that the
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promotion artificially inflated Sunbeam’s fourth-quarter results of 1997 at the
expense of the first quarter of 1998, as part of a plan to finance acquisitions.14

Although it was not known at that time, Dunlap was aggressively trying to
push out more and more volume. As the company later acknowledged, he
began to engage in so-called “bill and hold” deals with retailers, where Sun-
beam products were purchased at large discounts and then held at third-
party warehouses for delivery later. In fact, the company was left with so
much excess inventory that it had to lease a World War II bomber plant in
Tulsa, Oklahoma.15 By booking these sales before the goods were delivered,
Dunlap artificially boosted Sunbeam’s revenues in 1997. In effect, he was shift-
ing sales from 1998 to 1997. In a restatement of earnings issued four months
after the departure of Dunlap, Sunbeam slashed the reported earnings of
1997 by 65 percent.16 Thus, Dunlap’s apparent success was simply the result
of artificial and dubious accounting practices and, actually, the company had
effectively been in the red in 1997.

Chainsaw’s Trail of Tears
Dunlap held a very short-term view, both in terms of leadership of human
resources and of the company’s financial performance. Apparently he was
simply eager to show immediate signs of turnaround to Wall Street.To accom-
plish this, Dunlap donned the cloak of a Strongman leader. He clearly did not
inspire his subordinates with his vision nor did he share power. He may have
influenced a few key followers through lucrative financial rewards contingent,
of course, on their unquestioned loyalty. But more than anything else he
wielded brute power from a position of absolute authority. In an online reader
survey conducted by Business Week, a majority of nearly 500 readers evaluated
Dunlap as an unimaginative, ruthless executive.17

Followers exposed to this kind of leadership invariably work under per-
sistent fear of losing their jobs.As Dunlap proudly claimed,“employees never
know what to expect from me, which keeps them on their toes.”18 A clear,
intimidating message is sent to followers that they should either fall in line,
or else fall out.As former Sunbeam vice president William Kirkpatrick put it,
“When you work for Al it’s not a career, it’s a job.”19

At each of his stops, Dunlap had initiated 
a reign of terror and left a trail of tears. 
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Such leadership produces the fear-based compliance of “yes persons” plain
and simple.All thinking under Dunlap was centralized—only he, a key con-
sultant, and limited set of followers were the source of all ideas. Employees
were mere numbers to be decimated at will. Consequently, employees do
not think freely nor express their creative opinions.Dunlap assigned goals and
thrust his decisions on the rest of the organization. He operated in a top-
down fashion with strict control.There was no room for dissent. Like a typ-
ical military leader in the middle of a battle, he yelled out orders that his
followers could not question. In his autobiography, Dunlap characterized his
focus on rapid action in American Can as “Do it, dammit!”20 He made it clear
that if the job was not performed as commanded, employees could face pun-
ishment that was often as severe as dismissal.

Dunlap did pull off short-term turnarounds of several companies. But the
long-term results of Al Dunlap’s leadership are not admirable. Of the eight
troubled outfits that he led, six are gone—sold off, split up, or otherwise no
longer existing as independent entities.Two, in which his impact was not of
the same scale as at Scott or Sunbeam, are still operated by an Australian
investor.And while Scott was sold to Kimberly-Clark at a fat premium the deal
went badly for the acquiring company, which was left to clean up the mess.21

As for Sunbeam,eight months after Dunlap’s departure the Wall Street Jour-
nal named Sunbeam Corporation as the worst one-year performer of 1998.22

The report mentioned that a $1000 investment in Sunbeam at the end of
1997 was worth only $163 at the end of 1998.Dunlap’s kind of leadership may
produce some desired results in the short run when the urgency of the sit-
uation is high and the degree of involvement desired from the subordinate is
relatively low, but the long run is quite a different matter.

A Strongman leader may bring some order for a short 
period. But the long run is quite a different matter. 

In the end it appears that Dunlap’s contributions consisted of little more
than “smoke and mirrors” with temporary, artificial improvement and no real
substance or investment in people for the future. Indeed, Dunlap is “Super-
Leader—NOT!” Most of all, the adventures of Chainsaw Al reveal that the
damage left in the wake of such a Strongman leader can take years to repair.
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SuperLeadership 101:3The Basics for Unleashing Self-Leadership

IJUST DON’T UNDERSTAND this new generation! I don’t think I expect

too much from my people. I just want them to be good followers. It seems

like no one is interested in being a good follower anymore,” Brent concluded

with a tone of despair.

“I agree that followership is important, Bill, but maybe you are too con-

cerned about members of your department following rather than leading,”

Mary responded calmly.

“Don’t get me wrong Mary. I do believe in empowerment but I am the

manager here, and I believe that I need to be the one that provides the lead-

ership, the vision and direction for our efforts. I feel I do a pretty good job of

that but I still find that my employees try to head off in directions I never

asked them to. It makes things seem kind of chaotic and I don’t like it.And

frankly I don’t understand what you mean about the need to be concerned

about leading as opposed to following. I’m the leader here! Is there anybody

that doesn’t understand that?”

“Brent—the way I look at it, the world has become too complex and

changable for there to be only one leader in any organizational unit anymore.

Everyone needs to be fully contributing from their unique experiences and

expertise, and to me that means that everyone needs to be doing some lead-

ing, especially of themselves.”

“Leading themselves? Now you really have me confused,Mary. Leaders lead

and followers follow. I do believe that good followers not only do what a

“



leader directs them to do but also try to anticipate what the leader wants.

Just what do you mean by leading themselves?”

“To me, the key to effective leadership in any organization is good self-

leadership. I believe that we are all our own most important leaders and that

we need to make good choices regarding how we can best contribute, given

our talents and abilities. I also believe that those individuals that are designated

as leaders have a crucial responsibility to lead others to lead themselves.The

best leadership comes from within, and is directed at the person we see in

the mirror every day.”

“I must admit you have me interested,Mary. I know I need to do something

different and it is getting harder and harder to cope with all the technologi-

cal changes that have been implemented recently.Much of my communication

is now through e-mail and most of my people spend much of their time work-

ing away from the office. I’ll tell you what. I’ll buy you lunch if you’ll share

more about this idea of self-leadership with me.”

“Well it is about time for lunch and you do seem to need some of my wis-

dom,” Mary responded playfully.“OK, it’s a deal.”

How can SuperLeaders guide followers to discover their own
potential? How can SuperLeaders help their followers to become
positive and effective self-leaders? One of the first steps is to under-
stand self-leadership: the way each of us influences ourselves to
enhance our own satisfaction and performance. When we under-
stand self-leadership, we can then concentrate on how we can help
others to become better self-leaders. Think about this challenge for
yourself: What can I do to lead others to lead themselves? 

In this chapter, we introduce the fundamentals of SuperLeader-
ship. We begin with some basic ideas about self-leadership. Then,
we present an approach to leading others that provides a founda-
tion for others to lead themselves. We also address some basic issues
in regard to implementing these ideas, and identify the situations
when this leadership approach is most appropriate. In subsequent
chapters, we follow up by describing in more detail the specifics of
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SuperLeadership and how it applies to individual followers, to
teams, and to organizational cultures.

SELF-LEADERSHIP AS A

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTIC

How much of an employee’s self-leadership skill can originate from
within? Are self-leaders born or are they made? Can self-leadership
skills be taught by a leader or an organization?

Certainly genetic predisposition, family background, schooling
and professional training, and the general social environment all
have some impact on the self-leadership that individuals initially
bring to an organization. Most leaders would prefer to hire people
who come from a background that teaches strong self-discipline.
Consider Robert and Ben:

Robert and Ben came to work for Harry during the same week, after they had

both graduated from the Department of Systems Engineering at the state uni-

versity.Within three months, Harry was able to observe substantial differences

in the way Robert and Ben handled their jobs. Robert had devised his own

project control system. He developed an Internet-based personal management

and reminder system that kept track of his own target dates for his projects,

along with his coded notations of the work that had been completed on each

project. In addition, Robert’s information system featured a weekly reminder list

that popped up on his computer screen every time he signed on. Whenever

Harry asked Robert about a specific project, Robert usually had the answer

within a minute or so after calling up his system. And Robert really thrived on

his work. He really seemed to be motivated to perform well and enjoyed

expending the effort to do so.

Ben was just the opposite.While Ben was as capable an engineer as Robert,

Harry had difficulties keeping track of Ben’s progress on his projects—mainly

because Ben himself was so sloppy about target dates and keeping track of the
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work he had accomplished. Ben had difficulty adapting his work to the inter-

connected database of the division, and always seemed to be troubled by a

“lost” file.

In discussing Robert and Ben with his boss, Harry remarked:“Robert is excel-

lent at controlling his own activities. He sets his own goals, he is aware of his

progress and he displays obvious commitment to his work. He learns from his

mistakes. Most of all, he’s developed his own way of interfacing with the division

database so that he knows how to quickly acquire the information he needs, and

how to organize that information in a usable way. Ben, on the other hand, is hav-

ing problems. He has very little awareness of the current status of his projects,

still has trouble linking with the database, and I have to keep on top of him.

I question his commitment to reaching his full performance potential. One of my

main projects over the next six months is to teach self-leadership skills to Ben.

His fundamental technical skills are just too good for us to lose.”

Robert E. Kelley was one of the first to recognize that the new
knowledge worker is a different breed, and requires a different type
of leadership. More than a decade ago he emphasized the need for
organizations to adapt to the special needs and demands of the new
knowledge worker. He emphasized that the new worker deals in
knowledge, not just physical labor or goods and services. He said of
the new generation:

They are imaginative and original. . . .They engage in complex problem
solving, not bureaucratic drudgery or mechanical routine . . . and have lit-
tle tolerance for boredom. [They demand] interesting work and satisfy-
ing emotional relationships . . . [and] psychic and social stimulation on the
[job]. . . .Taking orders . . . insults their intelligence and often results in a
creative shutdown. . . . [They prefer to] manage themselves.1

More recently, a cover of Forbes magazine featured a picture of
the management guru Peter Drucker with the words in large print,
“Everything you learned is wrong.” Inside the magazine Drucker
addresses the impact of the rise of knowledge workers in eliminat-
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ing the concept of “subordinates.” He explains that the rising use
of the term “associate” is not just polite or cosmetic; rather, it is a
recognition of reality. Drucker points out that “knowledge workers
must know more about their job than their boss does—or what good
are they?”2 All this of course has vast implications for leadership—
knowledge workers must be better equipped and allowed to lead
themselves.

Our basic theme is that self-leadership can be taught, 
encouraged, and maintained by a SuperLeader.

Indeed, organizations of the 21st century should develop new
selection practices that feature strong consideration of a potential
employee’s self-leadership. But to be realistic, not every employee
comes with a fully developed repertoire of self-leadership skills.
Indeed, our basic theme is that self-leadership can be taught, encour-
aged, and maintained by a SuperLeader. Furthermore, we believe
that this objective can be approached in a systematic, proven way:
there are specific actions that organizations and leaders can take to
develop the self-leadership capabilities of employees. The funda-
mental key, of course, is to begin by adopting the philosophy of
SuperLeadership, that every follower has the potential to enhance his
or her own self-leadership if provided with the proper leadership in
this direction. Desiring self-led employees is not sufficient. Wide-
spread self-leadership needs to filter down from the top, to be
ingrained in the culture of the organization. Learning to be a Super-
Leader is the key ingredient in teaching self-leadership to employees.

SHIFTING TO SELF-LEADERSHIP

Especially in the beginning of an employee’s career with an organ-
ization, the SuperLeader must provide orientation, guidance, and
direction. The need for specific direction at the beginning stages of
employment stems from two sources. First, new employees are
unfamiliar with the objectives, tasks, and procedures of their posi-
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tions. They have not yet fully developed their task abilities. But
more pertinent to our discussion, new employees are not likely to
have an adequate set of self-leadership skills.

Note that we do not conclude that all leaders should completely
relinquish influence over followers, nor do we presume that every
human is endowed with a fully developed set of self-leadership
skills. On the contrary, we generally believe that only a minority of
individuals in our society has had the natural opportunity to fully
develop their own self-leadership. Indeed, many institutions (fam-
ily, schools, military service) inadvertently promote and encourage
dependence rather than self-sufficiency. Individuals learn to become
accustomed to authority figures making decisions and influencing
their behavior in even the smallest details. Thus, the role of Super-
Leaders becomes critical; they play the pivotal role of shifting oth-
ers from dependence to independence.

Self-leadership 
can be learned.

How is this done? We recommend a procedure that consists of
(1) initial modeling, (2) guided participation, and (3) gradual develop-
ment of self-leadership.3 We will begin with a brief discussion of
each of the phases of teaching others to lead themselves.

Initial Modeling
The importance of modeling cannot be underestimated. It is a
demonstration of self-leadership to others. Those who are currently
effective self-leaders serve as a model from which others learn self-
leadership. Even if unintentional, the SuperLeader’s self-leadership
behavior inevitably serves as a model to followers. For example, an
executive who is overly dependent on superiors would serve as a
poor self-leadership model. We would likely find a similar pattern
of overdependence in that executive’s followers.
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“Management of self is critical ; without it, leaders 
and managers can do more harm than good.”

—Warren Bennis4

Thus the first step in teaching self-leadership to others is to
practice self-leadership—to be a self-leader. This means practicing
self-leadership, physically and mentally, and doing so in a vivid
and recognizable manner that can serve as a model for others.
Employees will adopt the standards that they observe in exem-
plary models and then evaluate their own performance according
to those standards. Thus, as one example, leaders who “stretch”
themselves with challenging goals are likely to evoke the same
sort of achievement-oriented behavior in followers. Conversely,
executives who are satisfied with mediocre accomplishments for
themselves are likely to see the same mediocre achievements by
followers.

Even if unintentional, the SuperLeader’s self-leadership 
behavior inevitably serves as a model to followers.

Guided Participation
Guided participation is when the follower first attempts self-lead-
ership, but in a more safe and controlled environment. The leader
is still there to guide and advise the follower. In this phase, the ver-
bal behavior of SuperLeaders is critical. For example, they can
attempt to evoke self-leadership among their followers through a
series of directed questions. While specific self-leadership strate-
gies are discussed more fully in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, here we pro-
vide examples of questions that foster some of those strategies.

To facilitate self-observation, questions such as “Do you know
how well you are doing?” or “How about keeping a record of how
many times that happens?” are appropriate. 
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To facilitate self-set goals, the SuperLeader might ask: “How
many will you shoot for?” “When do you want to have it finished?”
“What will your target be?” 

To promote self-evaluation leading to self-reward: “How do you
think you did?” “Are you pleased with the way it went?” “Why
don’t you try it out?” and “Let’s practice that” are appropriate
remarks to stimulate rehearsals. 

To spur thought-focused self-leadership, questions to ask might
include: “How do you like your job?” “Have you thought about try-
ing different ways of doing it that you might enjoy more?” “What
opportunities do you see in the current problems you face?”

The verbal communication 
of SuperLeaders is critical.

Questions such as these combined with constructive suggestions,
instruction, and coaching on effective self-leadership, can provide
the necessary guidance to ignite the self-leadership flame in others.
The aim, of course, is to give employees practice in thinking about
and then implementing their own self-leadership behaviors.

The special implications of this process are that the guidance,
evaluation, and reward functions are gradually shifted from exter-
nal sources to the individual; the progress made in self-leadership is
reinforced and a shift is made from external rewards to self-admin-
istered rewards.

Gradual Development of Self-Leadership
An important part of SuperLeadership is shifting personal reward
patterns as the follower becomes more and more capable of self-
leadership. Initially, the SuperLeader rewards specific performance-
related behaviors by the follower. As time goes by, the rewards shift
from performance associated with the task to the process of self-
leadership itself. In other words, the SuperLeader emphasizes self-
leadership rather than specific task-related behavior.

The primary function of the SuperLeader becomes one of encour-
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aging, guiding, and rewarding an employee’s self-leadership prac-
tice rather than directly providing instructions and rewards for per-
formance. Some executives may resist this shift because, on first
impression, it creates the illusion of having less control over fol-
lowers. Over the long run, however, this shift from direct (short-
term) control to follower self-leadership is highly desirable. In the
long term, the overall effectiveness of followers will be improved as
a result of their increased self-leadership ability. In turn, the leader
will enjoy the benefits of SuperLeadership, such as more time, more
committed employees, an increase in innovative ideas from fol-
lowers, and a newfound power for progress that flows from working
with more fully developed self-leaders.

Over time, the SuperLeader emphasizes self-leadership 
rather than concentrating on specific task-related behavior.

In this phase, it is particularly important that social rewards be
given when employee self-leadership behavior does occur. This
means that establishing a culture in which each employee supports
and believes in self-leadership behavior is crucial. Unfortunately,
other sources might detract from the development of effective self-
leadership; peers, for example, can encourage overconformity. Thus,
verbal encouragement and other forms of support from the Super-
Leader are critical in establishing the initiative that comes from
self-leadership.

WHEN SHOULD LEADERS ENCOURAGE

FOLLOWER SELF-LEADERSHIP

Overall, we strongly believe that moving employees toward self-
leadership is advantageous to an organization. Nevertheless, it is
naive to assume that relying on self-leadership is always appropri-
ate. External executive control will likely always have a role in any
organization. Also, it is incorrect to assume that self-leadership and
external control are mutually exclusive. Even in the most inten-
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sive external-control situations, employees always exercise some
degree of self-leadership. Conversely, even when self-leadership is
deliberately encouraged, some external control, primarily focused
on productive task results, is commonly found and typically wanted
by employees. In addition, rewarding the self-leadership process
itself is usually necessary to make it work.

Several important situational factors influence the appropriate-
ness of attempts to develop self-leadership in followers: (1) the
nature of the task, (2) the availability of time, and (3) the impor-
tance of developing people.

The Nature of the Task
The nature of the task itself is connected with the potential value
of self-leadership. For example, technology can place a limitation on
how much follower discretion is possible. Traditional assembly
lines, for example, allow less discretion than several other
approaches to performing work. A managerial decision to “enrich”
a job usually is concerned directly with the issue of self-leadership
in one form or another. Also, it seems clear that when the task is
largely creative, analytical, or intellectual in nature, greater self-
leadership is appropriate.

Most of all, when the task is clearly connected with 
“knowledge” the exercise of self-leadership is at a premium.

The basic “transaction” of a knowledge worker’s job consists of
adding value to information through creativity, ideas, and experi-
ence. The “coin of the realm” for knowledge workers is informa-
tion, and knowledge workers need the discretion that stems from
self-leadership if they are to perform at their capacity.

Self-leadership might be viewed as falling on an employee-
empowerment continuum. Managers must make decisions as to
how much self-leadership to encourage in followers, and some types
of problems are more appropriate for self-leadership than others. In
general, more empowering decision methods are appropriate when:
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➧ The problem is unstructured.

➧ Information is needed from followers.

➧ Solutions must be accepted by followers to ensure 
implementation.

➧ Followers share organizational goals.5

Another task situation that calls for self-leadership is one where
employees work remotely, with minimal contact with the man-
ager. Examples include “telecommuters” working out of their
homes and salespersons in the field. Through the Internet, many
employees are part of a networked organization where they under-
take “distributive” work—that is, tasks that are technically linked
yet done at different locations or different times. Many employees
today are members of virtual teams, where direct day-to-day lead-
ership is not possible. In all of these situations employees need to
be empowered and capable self-leaders if they are to perform to their
potential.

The Availability of Time
The time available for decision making or problem solving is
another element that has a bearing on whether self-leadership
should be encouraged. In crisis situations the time simply may not
be available to develop self-leadership capabilities. When the build-
ing is on fire, it’s no time for a participative decision-making ses-
sion. Highly directive or perhaps transformational leadership might
be most appropriate. There is a time and a place for the Strongman
type of leadership, especially if the ground work for effective self-
leadership has not been fully completed when a crisis occurs.

If an employee is likely to encounter a future crisis in the 
absence of a leader, then self-leadership training now would

be appropriate.
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If an organization prepares in the proper way, then the best way
to meet a crisis is with highly self-motivated self-leaders. The power
of the fully capable self-leader to meet a crisis is incredible.

The Importance of Followers’ Development
At opposite extremes are the “development” mode and the “short-
term efficiency” mode. In the efficiency mode, self-leadership will
be de-emphasized in order to speedily carry out the task in the most
efficient manner possible. In this situation, directive or boss type
leadership can be appropriate. Or, in urgent situations, Visionary
Hero leadership might be most useful. Conversely, in the develop-
ment mode, followers’ self-leadership will be emphasized, encour-
aged, and regarded as an investment for the future. This stance
might be termed leader investment behavior, from which a later
return is expected. Note that we do not equate efficiency with long-
term effectiveness. 

Most executives operate in some zone between these two
extremes. In the end, each executive must evaluate the specific sit-
uation. Factors such as the individual employee’s eagerness and
present capacity for self-leadership are important.

A NOTE OF CAUTION ABOUT

TOO MUCH CAUTION

While we strongly believe that different situations call for different
actions on the part of leaders, we would like to make our overall
conclusions clear. There is a danger in being overly cautious in
diagnosing the need for self-leadership.

It’s all too easy to underestimate the capabilities of seemingly
ordinary people. There is a classic story about how Lincoln Electric,
the highly successful welding manufacturing firm, found some spe-
cial capabilities among its employees when it found its sales sag-
ging. Faced with a no-layoff policy, it asked its factory workers for
some help. Fifty of its production factory workers volunteered to
help out in sales.

After a quickie training course in sales, the former production
workers started calling on body shops all over the country. They
concentrated on small shops that would be able to use the com-
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pany’s small welder. The end of the story is that their efforts
brought in several million in new sales and established the small
welder as one of Lincoln’s core products.6

Lincoln Electric was relying on the idea of the self-fulfilling
prophecy. Real SuperLeaders are willing to bet on their followers if
there is even a little evidence that they can handle situations with-
out imposing external constraints. Since they are willing to take a
risk on people, success frequently becomes self-fulfilling. Such
choices will not always pay off. But in the long run, most followers
will become stronger if they are given plenty of opportunities to try
out their own ideas, and sometimes fail, in their work. Invariably
they will come up with different ways of doing things, including some
that the leader may not feel totally comfortable with. In the end, how-
ever, the team will benefit from more committed, innovative employ-
ees who have been given the chance to shape their jobs to their own
unique perspectives and capabilities and to grow in the process.

Real SuperLeaders are  
willing to take a risk on people.

Perhaps the most crucial question to ask in the short run is, “Can
my follower benefit from a reliance on self-leadership in this situa-
tion without causing significant performance problems for the organ-
ization?” If the answer is yes, the burden of proof ought to be on why
she shouldn’t be allowed the freedom and given the guidance to be
a self-leader. The default decision should be to move toward self-
leadership. By acting this way, leaders are instilling a sense of confi-
dence in their followers and introducing forces that can ultimately
lead to self-fulfilling employee effectiveness. After all, they are being
treated as though the leader feels they are dependable, competent
people. If this approach is adopted, in the long run leaders will fre-
quently be amazed by the positive results and asking, “What will
our people think of next in moving us to new levels of performance?”

There will always be so-called rational reasons for not allowing
employees to practice significant self-leadership. A SuperLeader will
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nevertheless be willing to take the risks necessary to provide the
opportunity for followers to grow—and they will respond in remark-
able ways. Our advice is straight and simple: when there is a rea-
sonable potential for SuperLeadership, the bias should be in the
direction of enhancing follower self-leadership. The most impor-
tant point is, when SuperLeadership is given some time to work, in
the long run the results will be substantial.

The default decision should be 
to move toward self-leadership.

Usually, leaders think in terms of job-oriented behaviors or spe-
cific tasks that an employee should perform. But a true Super-
Leader thinks beyond immediate performance-oriented behaviors.
The major objective of the SuperLeader is to improve the self-lead-
ership capability of followers. Later, we explore SuperLeadership
strategies in some detail. Again, the point to emphasize is that a
SuperLeader is mainly focused on leading others to lead themselves.

SHIFTING FROM DEPENDENCE

TO INDEPENDENCE

A SuperLeader follows a straightforward, underlying theme in
attempting to develop the self-leadership skills of employees: shift-
ing employees from dependence on external management to inde-
pendence. The lists on the next page give examples of specific ways
that traditional management functions can be shifted according to
this theme.

The following chapters provide specifics on how this shift from
dependence to independence can be undertaken.

A SuperLeader follows a straightforward, underlying theme . . .
shifting employees from dependence . . . to independence.

68 THE GHOSTS OF LEADERSHIP



Remember, a fundamental reason for shifting from dependence to
independence is to improve bottom-line indicators such as produc-
tivity and quality while the follower benefits as well. Clearly, this
would not be possible unless every employee was considered a true
self-leader. 

SUPERLEADING INDIVIDUALS,
TEAMS, AND ORGANIZATIONS

The overall SuperLeadership framework consists of several basic
components. First, self-leadership serves as the core and focus of
the process. A SuperLeader concentrates on developing the self-
leadership of followers as a means of achieving overall organi-
zational effectiveness. SuperLeaders work at developing self-
leadership at all levels of the organization: self-leadership of the
individual, self-leading teams, and a total organizational culture of
self-leadership.
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➧ external observation ➧ self-observation

➧ assigned goals ➧ self-set goals

➧ external reinforcement for ➧ internal reinforcement plus
task performance external reinforcement for 

self-leadership behaviors

➧ motivation mainly based ➧ motivation also based on 
on external compensation the “natural”rewards of the

work

➧ external criticism ➧ self-criticism

➧ external problem solving ➧ self-problem solving

➧ external planning ➧ self-planning

➧ external task design ➧ self-design of tasks

➧ obstacle thinking ➧ opportunity thinking

➧ compliance to the ➧ commitment to a vision 
organization’s vision that the follower helped to

create



SuperLeadership is not the province of a select few who were for-
tunate enough to be endowed with special skills. Anyone can be a
SuperLeader to at least some degree. In the following chapters, we
lay out the path toward more effective leadership and performance
for both leaders and followers. We provide a means to discover how
to lead others to lead themselves. 

We begin this process by learning more about leading ourselves.
The next three chapters focus on self-leadership, the influence we
exercise over ourselves in order to perform better. We concentrate
on self-leadership through: (1) behavior and action, (2) natural
rewards, and (3) the mind.
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Percy Barnevik 
of ABB

In 1987, few would have predicted the remarkable success that followed the
merger of two sleepy European engineering firms.1 Percy Barnevik, until
recently CEO of ABB (Asea Brown Boveri, originally of Sweden), was the
architect of the merger that formed the giant worldwide engineering and
power organization.

Barnevik’s leadership has been widely recognized as something special.
From our viewpoint, we see him as a combination of Visionary Hero and
SuperLeader—Visionary Hero because of the astonishing growth that has
resulted in more than 100 acquisitions and the addition of 100,000 employ-
ees to the payroll, and SuperLeader because of his championing of a new
form of decentralization that places significant responsibility in the hands of
local managers.The concept is called multidomesticity:“Think global, act local.”

Barnevik has espoused an extremely flattened form of organization, with
no more than five people between the CEO and the lowest level.According
to Barnevik, “The fundamental organizational design . . . is known for its
extreme decentralization.This . . . has been a theme throughout my whole
career. . . .What I have tried to do is recreate small-company dynamism and
creativity by building 5000 profit centers and 1300 legal entities. I have made
an effort to reduce the layers.” According to Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries,
“Barnevik [has] created organizational structures where people have a sense
of control and a feeling of ownership over what they do.” 

The principles of SuperLeadership seem to be embedded in Barnevik’s phi-
losophy of leadership. For example, he believes in extending the capabilities
of followers:“I want my people to constantly test their imagination [and] cre-
ative spirit. . . . We really have no choice but to create an . . . atmosphere
where people can speak their minds.”

PROFILEPROFILE



“I believe there is tremendous potential in . . . people that is 
not exploited. . . . There is a whole new avenue for developing

human potential.”
—Percy Barnevik

Underlying all of this is an undying optimistic belief in people.
Moreover, he sees the development of others as providing his greatest per-

sonal motivation:“ . . .What gives me the greatest satisfaction is seeing [the]
people whom I have promoted succeed.Then you have created something
that will . . . last.”

Barnevik also believes in teams: “We are . . . cutting out a whole layer of 
. . . supervision to give teams more responsibility. . . . I think there is huge
potential here. . . .”

As one example, in 1990 ABB launched a continuous improvement program
called “T50.” This effort was designed to create flexible work operations that
will continue to develop and improve, even when performance is currently
strong.This continuous improvement strategy combines cycle time reduc-
tion (the original objective was 50 percent, hence the label “T50”), employee
competence development, and decentralization, all centered on an overriding
customer focus.

An example of the results of this process was a new work design in the unit
that assembles electrical push buttons.This unit had experienced a variety of
problems, including unreliable delivery times, high turnover and absenteeism,
and employee boredom and burnout. Once the pilot T50 program had been
put in place, results improved dramatically. The essence of the program
entailed high employee involvement in a team setting. Order cycle time went
from twelve days to one, rejects from 15 percent to 1 percent, on-time deliv-
ery from 10 percent to 98 percent, turnover from 39 percent to 0 percent,
absenteeism from 14 percent to 8 percent, and overall productivity increased
15 percent. Moreover, the control unit has experienced continued improve-
ment.Thus, with a concrete success model to draw upon ABB has continued
to roll out the T50 program throughout its international operations.

In a visit to Sweden,Charles Manz had an opportunity to visit one of ABB’s
Swedish operations (ABB Flakt Industri) and to interview division president
Anders Wahrolen. Mr.Wahrolen has been extensively involved with the T50
program. During the interview,Wahrolen’s comments focused primarily on
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total systems issues. He considered employee empowerment as a funda-
mental key to the process—he seemed to consider it to be simple common
sense to involve teams of employees if high performance is desired. He
described how the supervisor-to-worker ratio had changed, from 1–7 to
1–50. He further explained that as part of the company’s commitment to
individual employee competency, every employee is required to construct a
personal development plan. In addition, employee training is matched to the
developmental areas identified by each individual in his or her plan.Wahrolen
also indicated that there was some tough negotiating over goals or bench-
marks in the company, and emphasized that all levels need to have significant
input into their own goals.

Employee empowerment is the 
fundamental key to cultural transition.

Wahrolen acknowledges the importance of recognizing cultural differences
in any work design application. He noted in particular his perception of sig-
nificant differences between how Americans seemed to view the results of
new organizational designs versus how Swedes viewed them. He explained
that at international conferences he frequently found that American accounts
of the success of new organizational designs seemed to be “overly optimistic.”
He believes Swedes take a “more humble” stance, tending to describe their
results as not being as good as they really are. It was apparent from his low-
key demeanor that he was no exception to this observation.He described the
very impressive results of the T50 program in a factual, unemotional tone.
While he personally was conservative about what ABB has accomplished
through empowered and ever-increasingly competent people, the impressive
results of this model speak loud and clear.ABB has clearly made a significant
transition toward creating a company where self-leadership is the norm.

Both Barnevik and Wahrolen clearly believe in leading others to lead them-
selves. From his view atop the giant ABB, Barnevik saw flat organizational
structures and teams as critical foundations to empower others.Through his
actions,Barnevik clearly lived the philosophy and behavior of the SuperLeader.
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Part II
Self-Leadership Strategies:
Leading the One in the Mirror

He who gains victory over other men is strong;
but he who gains a victory over himself is all powerful.
Lao-Tzu1
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Self-Leadership4 in Action

YOU ARE DEEPLY SETTLED into the conference room chair as you

listen to Bart, the new division general manager (and your boss).This

is the first meeting between Bart and his staff, and he is outlining some of his

philosophy and ideas about how he expects the division to be managed.You

are new yourself, having assumed the position of department manager only

two weeks ago.

Both you and Bart have been brought into the division as part of an

attempt to salvage an organization that has been in the red for the last three

years.You haven’t worked for Bart before, but you hear through the grapevine

that he has a record as a top-notch performer.

“One of the most important attributes by which I judge managers,” says

Bart, “is how good they are at self-leadership. Are they able to lead them-

selves?”

As you sit, you wonder what he really means by “self-leadership.”

How about you? Do you believe the most important leadership
you exercise is over the person staring back at you when you look in
the mirror? Are you an effective self-leader? What is self-leadership?

The idea of self-leadership provides 
a new definition of followership.



The core of SuperLeadership—leading others to lead them-
selves—is self-leadership. Self-leadership is the influence we exert
over ourselves in order to perform better. A SuperLeader inspires
and facilitates self-leadership in others. And a core of our philoso-
phy is that in order to lead others, you must first learn to lead your-
self. In this chapter and the next two, we address the topic of
self-leadership in detail, to lay the foundation for addressing Super-
Leadership throughout the remainder of the book.1

Based on our years of studying and advising employees and exec-
utives in many work settings, at many organizational levels, three
basic assumptions underlie our ideas on self-leadership. First, every-
one practices self-leadership to some degree, but not everyone is an
effective self-leader. Second, effective self-leadership can be learned
and thus is not restricted to people we intuitively describe as being
“born” self-starters, self-directed, or self-motivated. And third, self-
leadership is relevant to executives, managers, and nonmanagers
alike—that is, to anyone who works.

There are different categories of self-leadership strategies. The
first, discussed in this chapter, focuses on effective action. In the
next two chapters we focus on strategies that use natural rewards,
and promote effective thinking and feeling.

SuperLeadership inspires and 
facilitates self-leadership in others.

SELF-LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES

FOR EFFECTIVE ACTION

The majority stockholder and manager of a small commuter airline found him-

self in a profit squeeze. Many of his competitors had already gone out of busi-

ness. In addition to the countless duties involved in managing the firm on a daily
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basis, including personally flying some of the routes, he was convinced he needed

a new, larger plane to operate more profitably. Somehow he managed to jug-

gle the details of his job while putting together a creative financing plan for

acquiring the plane he needed.This plan, along with adoption of several other

changes, including rerouting his flight patterns, kept his firm on a growth trend

in the face of pressures toward decline.

How does he do it? How does he put out the daily fires and still manage to

introduce new, innovative ways of doing business? Much of the answer lies in his

action-oriented self-leadership practices.

First, he uses the strategy of self-observation by keeping a detailed log or

record of how he spends his time. In his pocket he carries a small portable

computer “organizer” to do this. A few times a day, he uses a wireless connec-

tion to interface with his main business computer to exchange data and bring

his records up to date. He also keeps a record of what he says to others over

the phone regarding business matters, to help him be consistent in his future

dealings with these people. In addition, he has adopted various cueing strategies

to help him manage his performance. Once a week, being still a bit old-fashioned,

he prints out in large type the notes that will serve as a reminder and a guide

for his work efforts. He posts this printout right above his desk. He keeps a sep-

arate “follow up” file. He frequently rehearses what he will say during important

phone calls before dialing.And he makes use of self-rewards. He enjoys review-

ing his accomplishments against his goals and mentally rewarding himself for his

achievements.As he puts it, “Self-gratification—that’s what it’s all about.”2

We have seen variations of these same strategies in use in many
different work settings. Following are some details about using 
additional self-leadership strategies including self-set goals, man-
agement of cues, rehearsal, self-observation, self-rewards, and self-
correcting feedback.
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Self-Set Goals
Goals are an important part of successful self-leadership. Setting
goals, for both immediate work tasks and longer-term career
achievements, establishes the basis for self-direction and establish-
ing priorities. Limiting informal e-mail communications to forty-
five minutes of a normal workday might be a reasonable self-set
goal for someone who has a problem with excessive electronic chat-
ting. Similarly, making six sales calls a day or increasing sales by
eight percent for the fiscal quarter might be a self-set goal for some-
one in sales. Earning an MBA degree (by taking evening on-line
classes) or becoming a vice president are examples of longer-term
career goals. Much of the research on goal setting suggests that goals
should be challenging but achievable and specific in order to have
an optimal effect.

“If a man constantly aspires, 
is he not elevated?”

—Henry David Thoreau3

Management of Cues
Managing cues in our immediate work environment can help trig-
ger constructive activities and reduce or eliminate destructive ones.
Resigning from those annoying and distracting unnecessary elec-
tronic mailing lists, having phone calls held during specific times of
the workday, eliminating distracting noises by closing the door, or
even surrounding ourselves with talented people who bring out our
best, all reflect different cueing strategies. An office, for example,
can be decorated and equipped with things that stimulate perform-
ance. Simple devices such as installing an inspiring screensaver on
our computer, or placing motivating plaques or pictures on the
walls, can be helpful to some people. Posting the message “Are you
using your time effectively right now?” in full view is a cue for
effective time management. In fact, the time-management move-
ment over the last few decades is largely based on cueing strategies.
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David Packard, cofounder of Hewlett-Packard, described how, as a young man,

he used a daily schedule as a cueing strategy to organize his own efforts.“I was

resolved that I was going to have everything organized, so as a freshman I had

a schedule set for every day . . . what I was going to do every hour of the day .

. . and times set up in the morning to study certain things. . . .You did have to allo-

cate your time, because as you know, there are a lot of things to do.”4 Packard

was a man before his time, a customer-in-waiting for the invention of the Palm

Pilot!

As we go deeper into the electronic age, technology seems to be
making us more isolated. More and more people work out of their
homes or at remote work sites and much communication takes
place electronically. This can rob us of the important cues we
receive from one another through face-to-face interaction. Of course
one solution is video conferencing, or to equip our computers with
software and devices such as digital cameras that enable us to elec-
tronically relate on a more personal level. Nevertheless, there is no
substitute for physical, face-to-face interaction. To facilitate this
valuable component of working with others requires more personal
strategies, such as scheduling an informal monthly breakfast with
other employees.

This is an age-old strategy that was used by former 3M CEO
William McKnight during the early foundational years that led to
that company’s rise to prominence. On Saturday mornings he would
join 3M employees in the employee cafeteria for an elbow-to-elbow
breakfast that allowed him the kind of direct personal contact that
provided encouragement for him and his workforce. Similarly, Bill
Hewlett, co-founder of Hewlett-Packard, was noted for his exten-
sive interaction with others at HP as part of his daily management
style. Both of these examples reveal cueing strategies that provide
opportunities to enhance an executive’s informal information net-
work.
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Rehearsal
Rehearsal or practice is another useful self-leadership strategy.
Practice is natural for improvement in golf or tennis—it should be
just as natural in other parts of life, including work. Thinking
through and practicing important tasks before they are done “for
keeps” can contribute significantly to performance. Rehearsing a
crucial formal presentation about a new Internet business to be
made to a venture capitalist is an obvious example of this strategy.
But many less formal activities are potential occasions for prac-
tice. A few minutes of mental rehearsal before calling on clients,
practicing sensitive parts of an employee’s performance review,
going over the key steps required to safely and efficiently start up
a machine, are all appropriate ways of using a rehearsal strategy.
Role playing, for example, is commonly used in performance-
appraisal training.

Self-Observation
Self-observation provides the necessary information—the life-
blood—for effective self-leadership. By observing our behavior we
can discover some clues about what needs to change and how to go
about it. A simple record of what leads to a targeted behavior, its fre-
quency, how long it lasts, and when it does or does not occur, can
provide a wealth of information.

For example, if an employee is dissatisfied with her level of pro-
ductivity she can observe, and briefly record on a personal organizer,
notes about nonproductive behaviors. These behaviors might
include informal conversations, unnecessary busywork, time spent
surfing the Web, and so on. Also she could keep a record of the fre-
quency and duration of these behaviors and the events that dis-
tracted more productive efforts. If these observations eventually
disclose that an average of 17 hours a week are spent on informal
conversations, an obvious problem has been identified. Also, if the
records indicate that most of this chatting is triggered by trips to the
department coffee machine, steps can be taken to limit this behav-
ior, such as keeping a small coffee maker in her office. (However,
she should be careful: coffee-machine conversations can provide
rich interpersonal exchanges of information and knowledge.)

Self-observation also provides information for self-evaluations.



By analyzing the information that she has collected, she sets the
stage for personally assessing the effectiveness of her work efforts.

Self-Rewards
Whatever we receive for our efforts has a major impact on our moti-
vation and choices of future activities. Typically, the rewards
received from the organization and others become the focus of
attention, but self-rewards (and criticisms) can be just as important. 

Using self-rewards can be an especially powerful strategy for
creating motivation to do tasks we find difficult or unappealing.

These self-rewards can be concrete and physical, like a nice din-
ner out or a lazy afternoon sailing on the bay after completing an
especially challenging task. Taking a weekend at the beach as a
reward for finally working the bugs out of the new office computer
system, or after making a big sale, can help motivate future suc-
cesses. Sometimes we can deliberately put aside a self-reward until
a particular task has been accomplished. The rewards can also be
private, mental creations such as imagining a favorite vacation spot
or the future success and benefits resulting from successful work
efforts. Intentionally providing ourselves with both physical and
mental rewards for high performance can help sustain motivation
and effort.

Self-Correcting Feedback (Not Self-Punishment)
Self-correcting feedback can also be part of the process, although
the related practice of self-punishment generally is not very effec-
tive. Actually, most self-punishment is mental or cognitive in
nature. A mild degree of guilt can sometimes be useful, but when
it becomes excessive or habitual it can undermine motivation and
effort. Habitual guilt and self-criticism can seriously damage self-
confidence and self-esteem, and even lead to depression. The key is
to study patterns of self-criticism by asking, for example, “Do I
focus on destructive self-punishment or constructive corrective

SELF-LEADERSHIP IN ACTION   83



feedback? Does my self-criticism help or hinder my performance?”
An introspective self-examination of a failure, trying to learn from
it, providing constructive self-corrective feedback and refocusing
energy on feeling good about accomplishments, represents a better
alternative. 

Self-rewards and corrective feedback are important ingredients 
of self-leadership, and are as important as rewards and 

criticisms received from others.

Of course, ignoring our negative choices when we are obviously
behaving and performing in undesirable ways can be a problem as
well. There are times when a good self-scolding is appropriate. Gen-
erally, however, focusing on learning and providing ourselves with
corrective feedback and then concentrating on self-rewards for our
desirable behavior will be more effective.

AN EXAMPLE OF SELF-LEADERSHIP IN ACTION

We have observed action-oriented self-leadership strategies being
used in a variety of work settings. Knowledge-based work settings
that rely heavily on information technology involve a number of
substantial challenges for self-leadership. People can find them-
selves spending much time on their own staring at computer
screens and trying to find motivation within themselves. The days
when people called “bosses” closely monitored and directed other
people referred to as “subordinates” are quickly fading into the past
(we even titled one of our previous books Business Without Bosses).

Many self-managing work systems found in today’s organizations
originally emerged from manufacturing settings rather than elec-
tronic-based offices. For example, in one particularly impressive
high-performing plant organized according to a self-managed team
concept (the system is structured around teams of workers who are
largely responsible for managing themselves), we observed count-
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less scribbled notes pasted to machines to serve as self-established
cues for guiding workers. (For more details, see the chapter on lead-
ing teams.) And workers used other strategies such as self-observa-
tion, rehearsal, self-praise, and self-criticism readily within their
teams. The following examples illustrate what we observed:

“Hey Frank, you did a hell of a job in cleaning up our work area,”Tom shouted

with obvious sincerity over the hum of the machines.After giving Frank a quick

pat on the back,Tom returned to his work location. He glanced at a note he had

stuck to the front of his machine that described the new, more efficient weld-

ing procedure that he had helped to develop.After a moment of reflection, he

began working again. A couple of hours later, as his team left for lunch, they

noticed that the previous month’s efficiency ratings were posted on the bulletin

board outside the cafeteria.“All right!” shrieked Elizabeth, one of Tom’s energetic

peers,“we did it! We improved by ten percent!”The group stopped to give one

another hearty handshakes, backslaps, and hugs before going in for lunch with

their pride apparent in their strides.

Two o’clock that afternoon the team held a special meeting. “You know Bill

didn’t show up for work again today after being out twice last week,” Tom

started. “We agreed if it happened one more time we’d have to counsel him.

That’s why I invited Smitty [Smitty was the team’s external leader, though he

served more as a coach and counselor than supervisor] to help us practice

what we would say to him.” Frank played the role of Bill while the rest of the

team practiced what it planned to say. Smitty provided feedback and suggestions

while the team worked out its plan.
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter we focused on action-oriented self-leadership strate-
gies and examples. These strategies are especially useful for enhanc-
ing work performance on difficult and often unattractive tasks.
Later, we discuss how SuperLeaders can promote employee self-
leadership by modeling, encouraging, guiding, and reinforcing use of
these kinds of tools. Before we turn to the details of how a Super-
Leader might accomplish this, we need to explore additional self-
leadership strategies. These additional strategies provide the
potential for helping people discover natural motivation in their
feelings about their work, and to establish constructive patterns of
thinking. More specifically, in the next two chapters we turn to the
role of natural rewards that produce self-motivation, and self-lead-
ership of the mind.
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Carly Fiorina of 
Hewlett-Packard

Seokhwa Yun and Henry P. Sims, Jr.

Carly Fiorina was appointed President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of
Hewlett-Packard (HP) in July 1999.This appointment makes HP the largest
public corporation ever to be run by a woman. Fiorina comes to HP with an
exceptional track record of accelerating growth in large technology busi-
nesses. She has distinguished herself in tough, competitive environments,
including AT&T,Lucent Technologies, and now HP. She has been named by For-
tune magazine as the most powerful woman in American business.

As we enter the 21st century, HP is one of those companies at the cusp of
the digital revolution. Fiorina has charged HP to “keep the best, invent the
rest.”1 She is challenging HP to transform its culture, speed up product devel-
opment, and,most of all, to increase the company’s Internet-related business.
The main direction is moving from a product-oriented company to one
focused on e-service solutions. She intends to return HP to its vaunted rep-
utation for innovation, but by concentrating on integrated customer solu-
tions as opposed to pieces of hardware.Through her appointment, the HP
board unanimously agreed that she was quite simply the ideal candidate to
leverage HP’s core strengths into the rapidly changing information-systems
industry and to lead this great company into the new millennium.

Fiorina has definitive views on leadership, which she shared with us during
a personal interview at the University of Maryland.2 From our viewpoint, she
is an exceedingly complex leader,mixing several of the types of leadership we
present here in The New SuperLeadership. Fundamentally, we found her per-
sonal leadership philosophy to be deeply rooted in the values of SuperLead-
ership—she believes in empowering others. And, in her determination to
change the culture of HP, she clearly demonstrates elements of Visionary
Hero leadership with occasional uses of Transactor and Directive leadership.
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In this profile, we will discuss in detail Fiorina’s use of various approaches to
leadership. But first, it’s clear from our interview with her that she is a highly
accomplished self-leader whose control and influence over herself have
guided and fueled her remarkable rise to corporate leadership.

LEADING YOURSELF

Self-leadership is the influence we exert over ourselves to control our own
behavior and thinking, and especially to enhance our own performance. Fio-
rina expressed a keen sense of her own self-leadership capability, starting
with crediting her parents with imparting some basic values that have influ-
enced her life.“I give my parents great credit. . . . I grew up with [a feeling that
has carried over] into my life and my professional career . . . a sense of ‘no lim-
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Carleton (Carly) S. Fiorina3

Carly Fiorina is the recently appointed president and CEO of HP Company, which
is a leading global provider of computing, Internet and Intranet solutions, services,
communications products, and measurement solutions.All of its businesses are
recognized for excellence in quality and support.The company headquarters are in
Palo Alto, California. She became president and CEO of HP on July 17, 1999, and
joined the HP board of directors. Recently named by Fortune as the most powerful
woman in American business, Ms. Fiorina brings to HP nearly 20 years of broad
technology and telecommunications experience at Lucent Technologies and AT&T,
and a demonstrated track record of successfully growing large businesses. During
her last two years as president of Lucent’s Global Service Provider Business, the
division dramatically increased its growth rate under her leadership, rapidly
expanded its international revenues, and gained market share in every region
across every product line. Previously, she had spearheaded the planning and execu-
tion of Lucent’s 1996 initial public offering (IPO) and subsequent spinoff from
AT&T, one of the largest and most successful IPOs ever. Prior to her involvement
with Lucent, Ms. Fiorina held a number of senior positions at AT&T.

Ms. Fiorina was born on September 6, 1954, in Austin,Texas. She holds a bachelor’s
degree in medieval history and philosophy from Stanford University, a master’s
degree in business administration from the Robert H. Smith School of Business at
the University of Maryland at College Park, Md., and a master of science degree
from MIT’s Sloan School.

Ms. Fiorina is a member of the board of directors of the Kellogg Company and
Merck & Co., Inc. She recently was elected to the U.S. China Board of Trade. Previ-
ously she held positions on the boards of directors of the USA Republic of China
Economic Council; Goldstar Information & Communications, Inc. of Seoul, Korea;
and AT&T Taiwan Telecommunications of Taipei. She also served on the board of
the Telecommunications Industry Association.



itations.’ I grew up in a family where my parents made it very clear that I
could do anything I wanted to do, and the only limitation that was placed on
me was the one I put on myself.”

It seems clear that a primary self-motivator for Fiorina is her quest for
natural rewards. She has to have a passion for what she does:“For me, the cri-
teria has always been, ‘Will I like it?’ I mean, ‘Will I enjoy doing it? Will I find
it interesting?’” 

She continued about passion:“I love what I do.Always have. [If] I don’t love
it, I don’t do it any more. It’s too hard not to love it. . . . Never sell your soul,
because nobody can ever pay it back. . . .You have to have your own center,
and have your own sense of what is right and wrong.”

“This issue about passion makes a huge 
difference. . . . Pick something you like to do.”

She has a natural curiosity, and being able to satisfy that curiosity has been
an important factor in determining which jobs she would accept—which
career choices she would make. “I am always looking for new challenges,
something new to learn, and that has caused me to take some changes to my
career that served me very well. . . . Some jobs were probably not the best 
. . . from a classical career trajectory standpoint. But I took them because
they were interesting to me and they were challenging to me.”

The opportunity to learn is another important criterion that guides her
decision-making about herself.“I took jobs I was least prepared for because
I was going to learn something. . . . [And] some of the best lessons I have ever
learned have been from the worst bosses I have ever had. . . . Learning is an
active sport!”

She thinks of life “ . . . as a journey. Pause at moments to see life’s markers
and the patterns that emerge. . . . Engage your whole self in everything you
do.”4

All of these characteristics amply demonstrate Fiorina’s capacity as a self-
leader. She leads herself to do what she loves to do with passion and profes-
sionalism. She pursues challenge, thinks of opportunities, learns from anyone,
and loves what she does. Most of all, her philosophy about her own self-lead-
ership provides a road map that guides her leadership of others.
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LEADING OTHERS

Visionary Hero
We found it impossible to categorize Fiorina into a single dominant leader-
ship type. She demonstrates behaviors of different types of leadership at dif-
ferent times.As a leader of an organization on the cusp of dramatic cultural
change, she certainly qualifies as a Visionary Hero. She walks a fine line
between dictating a top-down vision versus a bottom-up approach. She calls
this a “loose/tight” approach.“To lead effectively, a leader has to create a con-
text for people.What’s the strategic vision? What’s the environment we are
trying to create? How do we measure success? Then,once that context is cre-
ated, I delegate a lot and I give people a lot of freedom of movement within
that set of parameters.”

She readily admits to having her own vision.“People have to know what to
expect from you.” Her vision for HP revolves around reviving HP’s reputation
for innovation.To back this up, she has committed a new $200 million adver-
tising campaign, centered on the word “invent.”

SuperLeadership
But Fiorina’s fundamental view of leadership is quite consistent with the phi-
losophy of SuperLeadership,with its emphasis on the follower rather than the
leader: “Remember that leadership is not in fact about you, but about the
people who you are trying to inspire by unleashing their talents, their hopes,
their aspirations.”5

She clearly is committed to encouraging independent action by her fol-
lowers:“Leadership in this new landscape is not about controlling decision-
making.We don’t have time anymore to control decision-making. It’s about
creating the right environment, empowerment. It is about setting guidelines
and boundaries and parameters and then setting people free.”6

She continues on the theme of empowerment:“It’s about challenging minds
and capturing hearts. . . . Strategy is ultimately about people . . . your ultimate
job is to let them go.”7 Her philosophy on empowerment has a purpose:“[It]
keeps people engaged and interested.” 

“Leadership in this new era is about empowering others to 
decide for themselves . . . and reach their full potential.”
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Goal Setting
Fiorina is deeply involved in a collaborative goal-setting process with her fol-
lowers:“We talk about how we measure success. . . . [It can be] financial goals,
market share goals, retention goals. But I generally don’t tell people how to
get it done. I do spend a lot of time getting an agreement on what we are
going to get done.The what, not the how.”

Listening
Interestingly, of all the various aspects of SuperLeadership Fiorina focuses on
listening skills as most important:“I spend four to five hours a month listen-
ing to people come in with bright ideas. . . . It has to do with people feeling
valued . . . with people feeling as though they really do have an opportunity to
speak to the most senior folks of the firm and they will be listened to. . . .Most
people not only feel valued when you ask them but they also respect you
more for taking the time to think that they might have something that you
could learn from. [I say], ‘I would really appreciate your help.’”

Encouraging Natural Rewards
She is mindful of her personal feelings about her own curiosity and the impor-
tance of doing work she likes when it comes to leading others:“Nonmonetary
things can make a huge difference to people. . . . I think fun and enjoyment and
having a passion for what you do is a big piece of keeping people going. . . .
I think people would say they have fun working with me.” 

She further states,“If you create an environment where people’s hearts and
minds are fully engaged, where strategy is ennobling, where great aspirations
are powered by the desires of people to do something worthwhile, then you
will have touched others you encounter on your journey. . . . Make the choice
to do something because it engages your heart as well as your mind.”8

Encouraging Opportunity Thinking 
Fiorina clearly has a perspective that is consistent with the notion of “oppor-
tunity thinking” and she intends to pass this mindset on to her followers. In
her case, opportunity thinking falls within the sphere of risk-taking,which she
believes to be an important part of leadership:“We need people who can han-
dle greater ambiguity and risk.”9

The way a leader responds to mistakes is an important element in foster-
ing risk-taking, and Fiorina has clear opinions on this topic: “You [have to]
realize that you can make mistakes, and to know when you have made them,
and admit when you have made them.”
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“You’ve got to let people 
make mistakes and survive.” 

“I don’t shoot somebody the first time they miss, because people do make
mistakes. People have to see that there is an opportunity to make a mistake
or fail and survive, or what you are doing is running an organization com-
pletely on fear. . . .We spend a lot of time on what happened and why did it
happen, how would we do it differently next time.That’s the coaching part of
the job . . .which is important.” Of course there are limits:“Mistakes are valu-
able as long as you don’t make the same one over and over again. . . . People
miss a number three or four times, then we [have] a different conversation.”

Transactor and Directive Leadership
Finally, it’s important to note that at times Fiorina can act as a Directive or
Transactor leader. In the past, executive pay at HP was measured against inter-
nal goals.Today, compensation is much more contingent upon external com-
parisons, including the performance of HP stock. Her new pay plan rewards
aggressive risk-takers.

She is not shy about asserting her authority:“It is important for people to
have an opportunity to be heard. But it also has to be clear who gets to
decide what, and it then needs to be clear when discussion is over.”10 Previ-
ously, the convention at consensus-driven HP was that any manager could
exercise a veto by saying “no.” Fiorina has occasionally responded to veto
attempts:“I make the decisions now.”11

LEADERSHIP FOR THE FUTURE

Fiorina’s entry seems to have caused quite a stir at HP.While much of her
leadership is focused on relatively short-term organizational change, she
clearly has her eye on the long run:“After three years, people [will] know that
there is an environment that is receptive to different ideas and different
approaches [based on] either a technology breakthrough or a market fact.We
are doing more and more around connecting technology to the market, ear-
lier and earlier.” 
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She seems totally conscious of the importance of her leadership at this par-
ticular moment in time. She speaks of leadership as “performance” and seems
keenly aware of prominence and visibility. She seems to have deliberately tied
HP’s march into the new millennium to her own energetic nature and media
fame: “You do it. If you don’t walk the walk, nothing will matter to the 
contrary.”12

Although her leadership is indeed complex, blending elements of Visionary
Hero, Transactor, and Strongman leadership, her heart seems to be firmly
rooted in the tenets of SuperLeadership:“Every man and every woman on this
earth is born to lead.A leader’s greatest obligation is to make possible an envi-
ronment where people’s minds and hearts can be inventive, brave . . . where
people can aspire to change the world.”13

Perhaps most of all, her own self-motivation to accomplish great things is
captured by this deeply introspective statement:“I love . . . seeing people and
seeing organizations do more than they thought they were capable of. I just
love to see it.” Carly Fiorina is undoubtedly on a mission to lead venerable
HP into the new millennium with an attitude of “doing more than [we were]
thought capable of.”
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Self-Leadership Through 5 Natural Rewards

YOU SURE SEEM TO WORK HARD at your new job, Bill.

You must have really received a big pay increase when you took the

position.”

“Oh, a little one, Frank, but actually I don’t make much more than I did in

my old position. It’s really a lateral move.”

“Really? That seems hard to believe.You seem to be more interested and

engaged in your work.Why did you take the job?”

“It’s kind of hard to explain. It’s just that I really like the kind of work I’m

doing.When I stopped to think about it, I realized I didn’t really need more

money to make the decision. I guess I’m getting a kick out of the work itself.

I feel effective in what I’m doing and I have more freedom to do the work the

way I want.When something gets done I know I’ve really made a contribu-

tion. I’m just plain motivated to do the work for its own value.Don’t tell any-

body, Frank,” Bill said, with a playful smile on his face.“But I probably would

do this job even if they paid me less than my old job. One thing is clear, I

know my level of performance has really improved with this new job.”

How do you feel about your job? Are you putting your time in
mainly because of pay? Or, like Bill, does your work provide you
with some sense of fulfillment? The basic theme of this chapter is
actually rather simple: We believe that people are likely to do a bet-
ter job if they like the work they do. That is, an important part of
self-leadership is to take advantage of the potential natural rewards

“



that derive from the work itself. How can you enhance these natu-
ral rewards as a part of your own work and life?

Until very recently, work has been seen as something unpleasant,
something secondary to other parts of life. For many even today,
work is experienced as something meaningless. Benjamin Hunni-
cutt, a historian at the University of Iowa says that “Job satisfaction
studies over the past 20 years indicate that people are looking for
identity, purpose, and meaning in their work, but very few are find-
ing these things.”1 He disparages the traditional motivations to
work: “If you work for goals that are only found in the market-
place—to improve your reputation or to make more money, for
instance—you will not give of yourself freely.” Indeed, natural
rewards are a critical part of developing one’s own self-leadership.
The question is, how do we get these natural rewards?

Work can provide a set of natural rewards, and these 
rewards can be highly motivating toward achievement 

and performance.

In this chapter we examine how to use natural rewards that derive
from the task itself, and the surrounding context, to generate con-
structive thinking and feeling about our own efforts. We focus on
how a person can recognize and enhance natural rewards that come
from the task itself, as well as natural rewards that stem from the
immediate context or environment surrounding the work. This is
particularly important in the information age, when many find
themselves spending more time by themselves at their computers or
interfacing with depersonalized network technology. Even when
people work on teams, more and more these are virtual teams where
members communicate through technology such as e-mail rather
than face-to-face interaction. All this can eliminate some of the tra-
ditional motivations surrounding work. Many have said over the
years, “The job is lousy but I enjoy the people.” Now the enjoyment
often has to come from somewhere else. We believe this makes find-
ing and building natural rewards into work more crucial than ever.
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“The nature of work is changing. People are hungry 
for work that’s challenging, exciting, and meaningful.”

—Chuck Salter2

It used to be that people could depend on each other for motiva-
tion and interest through various one-on-one conversations and
meetings. But the 21st century is a new era of increased independ-
ence from people, while the interdependence is with technology.
The personal motivation has to come from within. Self-leadership
based on natural rewards is essential if we want our work to be
meaningful and motivating in the information age.

The importance of this issue has become even more apparent
with the younger workers as we move into the 21st century. The
new generation entering the workforce has never seen an economic
downturn. They would rather not work than take a job they find
unpleasant. More than ever, people are seeking some sort of fulfill-
ment from the work itself.

BUILDING NATURAL REWARDS INTO TASKS

Work, even the seemingly most monotonous kind, has at least some
latitude for us to redefine our tasks so that we can enjoy a more
positive mental state and feelings. Consider Charlene, the toll booth
ticket taker—a job most of us would consider boring to the extreme.
She makes a game out of her work each day by attempting to see
how many people she can get to smile. One approach to work is
mere compliance to the task, just getting the job done. However,
most work can be enjoyed to at least some degree and can be per-
formed with commitment, not just compliance, by seeking out and
facilitating the natural rewards of tasks.

Effective self-leadership involves seeking out and
facilitating the natural rewards of the task itself.
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WHAT ARE NATURAL REWARDS?
As implied by the discussion thus far, an important distinction can
be made between two basic types of rewards. The most obvious
kind is the external reward, such as a pay raise, time off, vacation,
a promotion, an award, a bonus, and so on. Even praise is a form of
external reward. These external rewards are important but there is
also a second type of reward, generally less recognized and less
understood but certainly no less important. We call it a natural
reward.3 It is so closely tied to a given task or activity that the two
cannot be separated. For example, an individual who enjoys reading
the newspaper or going to the theater is usually engaging in an
activity that could be described as naturally rewarding. No external
incentives are required to motivate this behavior. The incentives
are natural; they are built into the task itself. An avid golfer play-
ing golf on Saturday morning is another example. The natural
reward comes from the game itself.

A natural reward . . . is so closely tied to a given 
task or activity that the two cannot be separated.

Steven Jobs of Apple Computer apparently places a very high
value on natural rewards. Upon returning to the helm as CEO of
Apple in 1997 after an extended leave of over a decade, Jobs refused
any pay or stock, instead receiving a token $1 annual salary. In a
recent interview Jobs commented, “I didn’t return to Apple to make
a fortune.” He went on to explain that he was lucky enough to
become wealthy at a very young age. But, he added, “I don’t view
wealth as something that validates my intelligence. I just wanted to
see if we could work together to turn this thing around when the
company was literally on the verge of bankruptcy. The decision to
go without pay has served me well.”4 For Jobs, the challenge itself
is an important type of natural reward.
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WHY ARE SOME ACTIVITIES

NATURALLY REWARDING?
Work is more naturally rewarding when the task delivers three basic
elements: a sense of (1) competence, (2) self-control, and (3) pur-
pose. Motivation tends to increase when work is designed in such
a way that enhances these feelings and thoughts.

Feelings of Competence 
One common aspect of naturally rewarding activities is that they
make a person feel more competent. We tend to like a task that we
perform well. A couple of good golf shots on the last hole can entice
someone to play again.

Of course, activities that enhance feelings of competence are
sometimes also tied to external rewards. But the natural rewards
built into the task can be a potent motivating force in themselves.
The feeling of being competent, and perhaps even the best at some-
thing, can be powerfully rewarding even if no praise and material
rewards are received. This feeling is important whether the
employee is a top executive or an hourly worker.

Consider the example of using your own personal computer.
Despite the many technological advances over recent decades,
many highly educated people continue to be frustrated by the strug-
gle to get their computers to do what they want them to do. How
many times have we had the system just freeze for no apparent
cause? This can lead to a painful sense of incompetence, all too
often resulting in the declaration, “I guess I’m just technologically
challenged.”

Interestingly, Steven Jobs, whom we have described as valuing
natural rewards personally, seems to view part of Apple Computer’s
mission and competitive advantage to be its ability to make com-
puters user friendly for consumers. A recent effort at Apple under
Job’s direct guidance has been the design of a new, more appealing
and effortless operating system. The system has been designed to
allow users who want to develop new programs to be able to do so
more efficiently in “about a tenth the time it would take to write
them . . . for any other operating system.” In addition, Apple is pro-
viding a variety of tools that will allow users to do things like con-
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struct and modify Web sites quickly and easily, and to use online
data storage space that acts and looks as though it’s a local file right
inside the computer. The interface between computer and Internet
will appear more seamless. If these efforts work out as planned, all
this should translate into Apple users being more naturally moti-
vated to use their computers as they work with an enhanced sense
of mastery and competence.5

Feelings of Self-Control 
A second characteristic of naturally enjoyable activities is that they
make individuals feel more self-control. Most people have a natu-
ral tendency to want to control their own destinies. They seek some
feeling of independence and a chance to express their own ideas and
creativity. Indeed, we believe this desire is a potent motivation that
leads many people to change their careers, including opening their
own businesses or undertaking advanced education.

Henry had finished the first round of the decision analysis. He was using a for-

mal decision-making technique that he had found on the Internet to compare

the outcomes of continuing his present career with the prospects of returning

to school for a Ph.D. and the life of an academic. He was currently a junior man-

ager at a major Fortune 500 company and he knew that his potential for pro-

motion and advancement was good.

Henry looked at the analysis, which mainly compared “outcomes” or rewards

that stemmed from the two career alternatives. In his first pass, the analysis had

come out about even, but Henry was uncomfortable—he thought the analysis

was missing something.

Then a thought occurred:“I really haven’t considered the control that I have

over my day-to-day activities when I compare the two careers.” He defined a

new career outcome—“the opportunity to choose my own activities”—and

recomputed the analysis.
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The differences between the two career alternatives became clearer. On the

one hand, continuing his path along the executive fast track would provide more

money, probably more security, and certainly more stability over the next few

years. On the other hand, the academic career track offered an opportunity to

work on tasks that he defined for himself—the type of tasks that he really

enjoyed.

As Henry looked at the analysis, he knew the next few years were indeed

going to be challenging. But he wanted that sense of control. He started to

write the letters requesting graduate school applications.

The combination of the desires to feel competent and self-con-
trolling can lead to an interesting pattern—searching for challenges
that we are capable of mastering and then actually expending the
effort to master them. Cutting a stroke off in a round of golf, or
achieving a reasonable increase in performance at work, reflects
this kind of pattern. Grappling with reasonable challenges can be
naturally rewarding because successfully meeting them can con-
tribute to feelings of competence and self-control.

Feelings of Purpose
Even if a task makes us feel more competent and more self-con-
trolling, it still may not be naturally enjoyable if we don’t believe
it’s worthwhile. People yearn for purpose and meaning. 

Consider the case of Michael Marvin, who began his working
career as a cigarette salesman. Mike liked the freedom of his job,
and in fact it paid quite well. But he was troubled by the ethical
questions surrounding his work. “Is it really right to promote this
product when the health considerations are so clear?” Mike was a
salesperson who was obviously competent, who had freely chosen
his job, and who was relatively self-controlling. Still, he did not
enjoy his work because of the ethical doubts about what he was
doing. It wasn’t too long before Mike changed his job. (This is a true
story; today Mike is the vice president of marketing in a major man-
ufacturing company.)
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Most of the gurus who describe the changing nature of work 
agree on some basic points: people do their best when they’re

motivated by a sense of purpose.6

But where do feelings of purpose and meaning come from? Many
experts would argue that helping or expressing goodwill toward oth-
ers provides a sense of purpose. In his classic early writings on
human stress, Dr. Hans Selye has suggested that the best way to
enjoy a rewarding lifestyle free of disabling stress is to practice what
he calls “altruistic egoism.”7 In essence, this involves helping oth-
ers while also recognizing our own needs and enhancing ourselves
as individuals (egoism). The philosophy suggests that individuals
can only enjoy a happy, meaningful life when they marry their
innate self-centered nature as human beings with altruistic efforts
that tend to win the goodwill and respect of others. 

Regardless of how altruism potentially adds purpose to a task or,
more generally, to life, it should not be overlooked. It may be the
key to achieving feelings of purpose and meaning.

Tasks that enhance our feelings of competence, self-control,
and purpose can provide potent natural rewards.

SELF-REDESIGN OF TASKS

It’s easy to have the feeling that we are “stuck” in a job we really
don’t care for. But to at least some degree it is possible for many of
us to redesign our own work. Often we fall into the trap of think-
ing the design of our work is something unchangeable—a decision
by higher management. However, we believe it is possible to
enhance our own self-leadership by building more naturally enjoy-
able features into our tasks. As an example, consider Karen, who has
an exceptional ability to redesign her own job.
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When Karen reported for work as the new office receptionist, she brought

with her qualifications and abilities well beyond her narrow job description.And

over a period of weeks and months, through her own initiative, her job changed

dramatically until she had become a professional writer and assistant project

director for a major project in the firm. She accomplished all this step by step,

by taking initiative and tackling challenges outside of her normal job responsi-

bilities. She carefully identified and voluntarily pursued specific opportunities

where help was needed. She would ask “May I help you to _____?”

When she began, Karen was given instruction on how to use her computer

to do the scheduling and communication that was necessary for her recep-

tionist job. But she quickly found that the computer also had a new word pro-

cessing program, spreadsheet and database programs, and a routine to simplify

project scheduling. She discovered she could communicate with others through-

out the office through the company Intranet. She quickly became adept at

switching back and forth from her receptionist work to working on the more

complex programs. Of course, she was careful to make sure she fulfilled her

basic responsibilities as a receptionist.

Gradually, the managers began to realize that Karen could be depended on

to undertake and accomplish tasks that were “falling between the cracks.” And

most of all, she did not act like a receptionist but more like a key organizational

employee ready to do whatever needed to be done.As Karen later explained,

“I simply redesigned my own job.”

Through hard work and initiative, she had taken it upon herself to change her

own work and thus provide herself with opportunities for feelings of compe-

tence, self-control, and purpose. It wasn’t too long before Karen’s title, salary, and

official responsibilities changed to reflect what she was actually doing. She knew

the transition was complete when a new receptionist was hired.
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Part of self-leadership involves identifying aspects of tasks that
are naturally enjoyable and trying to increase this part of the work
as much as is reasonably possible. Karen’s case admittedly is a bit
extreme, in that she essentially created a new position for herself. 

Clearly, there are limitations on how far people can redesign their
own jobs. We suggest both a short-run perspective and a long-run
perspective. In the short run, the focus is on our present work: How
can we make the task itself more naturally rewarding? Essentially,
this is the task redesign problem and involves changing what we do
and the way we do it. Like Karen, many of us can enhance our own
self-leadership by redesigning our own work. On a day-by-day basis,
one effective approach is to look for the simple, small next step of
doing something in a more enjoyable way.

On the other hand, it’s sometimes useful to take more of a long-
run perspective. That is, how can we change the nature of our work
over a period of years to become more rewarding? As one example,
this perspective might lead to a decision to seek more education.
And on occasion it might even be necessary to implement the ulti-
mate self-generated job redesign—resigning and leaving our pres-
ent job and going to work somewhere else. Whether it’s short term
or long term, an important part of learning to lead ourselves is to be
on the lookout for ways to enhance the natural rewards of the task
itself. Step by step, it is possible to build more self-leadership into
our work by seeking out naturally rewarding tasks that provide feel-
ings of competence, self-control, and purpose.

Another way to find natural rewards centers on the way we think
while we perform tasks. We can, for example, think about, talk
about, and in general focus on the parts of work that we dislike,
inevitably leading to negative feelings about our work. Or we can
focus on the rewards expected for performing work (such as money,
praise, recognition, and so on) and thus be motivated by images of
the future. As a third option, we can focus on the naturally enjoy-
able aspects of our work and enjoy the activity for whatever imme-
diate value it might have: we can choose to “smell the roses.” This
last focus is the key to establishing natural enjoyment and being
naturally motivated to higher performance.
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FINDING NATURAL REWARDS AROUND US

Another approach to finding natural rewards is to consider the con-
text surrounding the work. By “context” we mean the immediate
physical environment surrounding our work. Our basic thesis is
that our work can be more productive if we do it at a place and time
that supports and enhances our efforts. As one example, a business
meeting normally held in a stuffy conference room might take on
a quite different flavor if the physical surroundings are changed.
Consider the case of Sally, who believes there is considerable value
in occasionally getting her staff out of the office to talk to each
other in a different context.

Sally had always been athletic—she was a star field-hockey player in high school

and college.After graduation, she gradually switched to tennis and sailing as her

preferred outdoor activities. With her present position as vice president she

could afford a nice boat, and had become quite competent as the captain of a

42-foot sailboat that she kept on Long Island Sound.

Sally wanted to get her staff out of the office for a meeting to build some

cohesion and to generate some innovative ideas for next year’s plan.After some

thought, she invited the staff, all eleven of them, out for a day on the Sound.

The day began with Sally as captain sailing the group to Rock Island, a park

about an hour’s sail off the coast. She had identified a few experienced hands

to help sail the boat.

After arriving at Rock Island, the group broke into some smaller working

teams to develop ideas for the plan.After a catered lunch, the group came back

together for an hour or so to share the results. Sally was delighted with the

ideas that emerged. Clearly the day had unshackled their thinking, and she could

see the cohesion of the group building.The finale to the day was a “best time”

sailing race over a marked course, between two teams that were selected from

the staff.
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When Sally arrived at the office the next day she could sense the revived

enthusiasm of the staff and the new informal communication links that had been

established during the staff outing.They were still talking about the race. “Yes,”

she thought,“getting out of the office was the right thing to do.”

Even the timing or scheduling of work can be important. Can we
find a different time or place that would be more conducive to our
work? For example, some people are “night people” while others are
“morning people.” One of the authors does about 90 percent of his
productive writing in the morning and tries to schedule face-to-face
meetings in the afternoon. The degree to which employees can
schedule work to fit their own physiological rhythms and psycho-
logical preferences will enhance their personal productivity.

Work is what you want, where you want.
Because work is what you do, not who you are.8

CONCLUSION

Some readers may recognize that this discussion of self-designed
tasks is fundamentally based on earlier theory and research on
intrinsic motivation and enriched job characteristics. A major dif-
ference we propose here is that we should recognize and embrace
our own responsibility in seeking out the naturally occurring
rewards that stem from the task itself. Many believe that the design
of their work is a “given,” or that it’s someone else’s responsibility.
In contrast, we believe that everyone, if only in minor ways “at the
margin,” typically can find opportunities to redesign their own
tasks.

Perhaps the biggest influence on the nature of work in decades
has been the emergence of the Internet. Not surprisingly, given his
apparent appreciation of natural rewards, Fortune magazine
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recently proclaimed on its cover about Steven Jobs that, “Now he’s
out to make the Net more fun.”9 Today, each of us struggles in our
quest for how we can use this new technology to be more effective
and bring more enjoyment to our work. Some find surfing the Web
to be naturally rewarding, while others find it to be a drag. Do you
find this new technology naturally rewarding or not? We sincerely
wish you and your associates plenty of fun as you find ways of using
natural rewards on the road to personal effectiveness.

“ . . . The most powerful rewards [are] non-financial—
recognition, the opportunity to participate and be challenged,

and the sense of doing important work.”
—Steven Kerr10

In summary, both short-term and long-term strategies are avail-
able for making work more naturally rewarding. These include 
(1) building natural rewards into the task itself by choosing what we
do or how we do it, and (2) choosing a more desirable work context.
If we seriously reexamine our own work—what we do, how we do
it, and when and where we do it—we can bring a spirit of natural
enjoyment and even playfulness to our daily work life by enhanc-
ing the naturally rewarding aspects of our work. Most of all, by find-
ing the natural rewards in our work we can make self-leadership a
critical part of achieving personal effectiveness.

106 SELF-LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES



Self-Leadership6 of the Mind

NOT AGAIN!” Deborah moaned in an exasperated tone.“Every time

I try to make progress on my work I run into some kind of obstacle

that blocks my progress. Sometimes I feel like just giving up! This time we have

received information from our latest survey indicating that people don’t par-

ticularly like our customer service program, and the VP has indicated he would

like us to make some changes.We’ve used that program for years and never

really had any major problems with it.Why does this have to come up now,

right when we are getting ready to launch our new Internet product line!?”

“Actually,Deborah, I have felt that our customer service policies are dated.

I’ve been hoping that we would make some changes for some time now,”

responded Sarah. “You may recall that I brought this up in a couple of our

department meetings but wasn’t able to get much support from the rest of

the group because we always had too many other irons in the fire. Now

maybe this will finally receive some priority. Our new products have been

pretty innovative but we have been hindering ourselves with poor customer

service.This survey data provides a real opportunity to bring our customer

service up to the level of our innovative e-product line.” 

This story is about finding an opportunity within what first
seems to be an obstacle. How do you respond when faced with chal-
lenges? Do you find yourself becoming frustrated and trying to
avoid these situations as much as possible? Or, do you often find

“



that your best innovation is stimulated by confronting challenges?
Are you a “Sarah” who looks at an obstacle and tries to see the
opportunities that lie ahead? 

Self-leadership of the mind is mainly concerned with the process
of how individuals constructively manage patterns of thinking,
which in turn influences action. Just as we develop habits in our
behavior, we also develop habits in our thoughts, such as a ten-
dency to dwell on opportunities or obstacles. The challenge is to
manage our thought patterns in such a way that we increase our
personal effectiveness in our work and life. In this chapter, we dis-
cuss cognitive approaches to self-leadership that include managing
our own beliefs, imagined experiences, and self-talk.

“The mind is its own place, and in itself 
can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.”

—John Milton

Bill Gates provided a good example of effective management of
thought patterns when he discussed how to accept bad news in his
book, Bill Gates @ the Speed of Thought. “Once you embrace
unpleasant news not as negative but as evidence of a need for
change,” he says, “you aren’t defeated by it. You’re learning from
it.”1 He then goes on to list many costly Microsoft failures that later
provided opportunities for the development of many of Microsoft’s
biggest successes. For example, many “wasted” years working on a
failed database called Omega resulted in the most popular desktop
database, Microsoft Access. Millions of dollars and countless hours
invested in a joint operating system project with IBM, which was
discontinued, led to the operating system Windows NT. And a failed
Multiplan spreadsheet that made little headway against Lotus 1-2-3
provided learning that helped in the development of Microsoft Excel,
an advanced graphical spreadsheet that now leads the competition.
Clearly, Bill Gates chose a pattern of thinking that has helped him
and his company to turn potential failures into dynamic successes.
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“The great man presides over all his 
states of consciousness with obstinate rigor.”

—Leonardo Da Vinci2

CHANGING THE WAY WE THINK

Influencing our own thought patterns is no easy task. In fact, a
major issue in the field of psychology is how to deal with some-
thing (thoughts) that can’t be seen or fully understood. Indeed,
telling oneself to “think differently” or trying to change patterns of
thought through force of will is generally not very productive. On
the other hand, some tools (some levers to pull) can facilitate this
objective. Specifically they include managing beliefs, imagined
experience, and self-talk.

Just as we develop habits in our behavior, 
we develop habitual patterns of thinking.

Beliefs
Dr. Albert Ellis, a leading expert on self-improvement therapy,
maintains that beliefs can serve as a basis for change.3 According to
the underlying theory, when a person has difficulty coping with cer-
tain situations this ineffectiveness can often be traced to irrational
beliefs—for example, a fear of speaking stemming from a belief that
listeners will respond with rejection. This is a form of obstacle
thinking. Obstacle thinking is typically driven by fear, especially
fear of failure. Only by challenging these dysfunctional beliefs, 
so the reasoning goes, can a person successfully deal with the 
problem. Ideally, thought patterns are established that are centered
on opportunities—opportunity thinking—rather than obstacles.
Opportunity thinking can offer some significant advantages, since
it can lead to greater creativity, innovation, and the positive risk-
taking that is so crucial in this fast-paced information age.
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“The greatest mistake you can make in life is 
to be continually fearing you will make one.”

—Elbert Hubbard4

One of the most important beliefs that influences our self-lead-
ership capability is our view of our own ability to carry out a task.
Do I really believe I can do it? This belief is called self-efficacy.
Research shows that our self-efficacy beliefs become self-fulfilling
prophecies; that is, positive beliefs about our ability to perform suc-
cessfully enhances the probability of actually doing it. Conversely,
negative beliefs decrease the probability. Our state of mind about
ourselves clearly has an impact on ultimate performance. Consider
the case of Bonnie Dunbar, whose belief in herself was a critical
element in her persistent effort to become a NASA astronaut.

“I’ve made good use of my time by remaining optimistic and energetic about the

future, and by choosing not to agonize over things that I can’t change.” Bonnie

Dunbar has scaled the pinnacle of career success to her current position of

NASA astronaut. This achievement is all the more remarkable given the “no

female” policy of NASA at the time Bonnie was growing up.

“I wanted to be an astronaut at a time when there weren’t any women astro-

nauts.When I was growing up, women couldn’t do what I wanted to do.Yet, I

clung to my goal.” So Bonnie persisted. First, she studied engineering.Then she

was told she was too old to be a pilot. Eventually, she became a mission specialist

and payload commander, with responsibility for the scientific projects on shut-

tle flights.As of this writing, she has flown into space five times.

“I’ve always believed that if you remain optimistic, and if you prepare your-

self for opportunities, then those opportunities will find you.”5
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Purposefully changing beliefs is a difficult process. Beliefs are
often so ingrained into our personality that we have a difficult time
even recognizing them and the way they influence our actions. As
a result, purposely identifying and challenging our own dysfunc-
tional beliefs is a useful first step.

“Whether you think you can, 
or can’t, you’re right.”

—Attributed to Henry Ford

Some might attribute the divergent ways in which people view
their jobs to fundamental personality differences and thus consider
them beyond influence. However, we think such an interpretation
is too simplistic. While personalities can be important, self-leader-
ship enables us to influence how we think about our jobs as well as
our more general patterns of thinking and behavior.

Imagined Experience
We carry unique worlds around in our heads. An especially vivid
form of these psychological worlds consists of imagined experi-
ences. These images occur naturally and can have either a con-
structive or destructive influence. Imagining a klutzy performance
and utter embarrassment in front of others in a first attempt at
some activity (water skiing, golf, speaking in front of a group, and
so on) can undermine our confidence, detract from our enjoyment,
and ultimately contribute to the very failure we feared.

“A man is what he 
thinks about all day long.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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We can, however, challenge our mental habits by purposefully
choosing to form constructive mental images. We can create vivid
mental images in our mind, e.g., of dramatic success in the face of
major challenges in our work. Similarly, we can rehearse an activ-
ity in our mind, or use our imagination to challenge those destruc-
tive imagined experiences that enter our psychological world.
Again, this is no easy task, but it is possible to establish these pos-
itive thought patterns. Over time we can use mental images to
introduce positive changes. Consider the following incident, based
on an interview that took place on a TV sports-news program:

A high-jump star had just broken the world high-jump record.This performance

was especially remarkable given that his own height was only about five feet

eight inches, but he had high-jumped over seven and one-half feet.“What do you

think about just before you make your jump?” asked the announcer.

“Well,” replied the young star,“I have this picture of myself in my mind…just

floating over the bar.When I can get this image fixed in my mind, I know I can

make the jump.”

In sports, imagined experience is called “visualization” and con-
sists of a deliberate attempt to see successful performance of a
sports event in one’s own “mind’s eye.” Research has shown that
visualization can indeed enhance actual sports performance, and
encouraging this strategy has now become a widespread coaching
technique. Visualization can be similarly applied to work situations
to enhance one’s own achievements at work. Visualization may be
particularly useful the next time you make a speech or deliver a
briefing. Try to engage in a mental rehearsal by visualizing yourself
delivering the speech in a very effective manner.

Self-Talk
Though we may deny it, we do talk to ourselves. Usually these con-
versations take place at an internal, unobservable level. The per-
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son that botches a work assignment and finds herself engaging in
internal self-critical speech—“You dummy! Why did you do that?
Can’t you get anything right?” is a representative example. Of
course it’s easy to recognize that this kind of internal verbal abuse
is not going to provide much benefit. Instead, a more constructive,
analytic approach—“What went wrong? I know I can do better than
that. What can I do to improve my performance next time?”—is
likely to reap more positive benefits.

Perhaps it’s time you 
had a talk with yourself.

Most people are very careful about how they talk to others, espe-
cially in sensitive situations. Unfortunately, they are usually much
less considerate of what they say to themselves. They rarely think
about self-conversations nor do they consider the possibility of
changing them. Self-observation of patterns of internal dialogue and
efforts to replace dysfunctional with constructive self-statements
are useful ways to help effectively manage thinking. Perhaps it’s
time you had a talk with yourself on this subject. We doubt you’ll
find anywhere a better listener, or one that could benefit more from
what you have to say.

MANAGING THOUGHT PATTERNS

AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

Substantial research concludes that patterns of thinking can influ-
ence health, longevity, success, and many other aspects of life. Some
of this research is a refinement of earlier work on self-fulfilling
prophecies.

According to Dr. Martin Seligman, a leading researcher in this
area: “My hunch is that for a given level of intelligence your actual
achievement is a function not just of talent, but also of the capac-
ity to stand defeat.”6 For example, in a study of insurance agents
Seligman found that the manner in which agents dealt with fail-
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ures often directly influenced whether they became outstanding
salespersons or quit the company. Agents with an optimistic out-
look sold 37 percent more insurance in their first two years than
agents with pessimistic views. Furthermore, pessimists were twice
as likely to quit in their first year. What seems to be important is
whether an individual will keep going when things get frustrating.

“Our expectancies not only affect how we 
see reality but also affect the reality itself.”

—Edward E. Jones7

More recently, significant attention has been focused on the con-
cept of emotional intelligence, or the emotional quotient (symbol-
ized by the letters EQ), made popular by the author Daniel Goleman
in his book Emotional Intelligence.8 Research in this area suggests
that a person’s EQ can be as important as IQ (Intelligence Quotient)
for determining effectiveness and success. Among other strengths,
people with higher EQ tend to be more perceptive of hidden oppor-
tunities and interpersonal challenges that need to be addressed. By
tapping into our emotional energy and our intuition, emotional
intelligence can allow us to move beyond any capacity that is based
on only rational and intellectual intelligence. Part of the challenge
is to see our emotions as sources of useful information and even
wisdom as opposed to a distracting intrusion. Since our emotions
are highly interconnected with our thoughts, effectively managing
our thought patterns is key. 

We suggest a simple exercise to help you gain some insight about
your own patterns of thinking. First, divide a piece of paper into
two columns. Then identify a disturbing situation that seems to
negatively affect your thinking and emotions. Next, list your dys-
functional thoughts about the situation in one column and list
alternate, more constructive thoughts in the other. Then ask your-
self: What can you do to turn the disagreeable into something that
you can use in a constructive way? 
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Consider the case of Morten Lingelem—farmer and executive
with Norsk Hydro, the Norwegian energy and food company.9

Morten lives at his ancestral farm, located about 90 minutes by train outside

Oslo. His is an active farm, and while it doesn’t make a lot of money it seems to

satisfy an emotional connection that Morten has to the land.

But Morten is also an engineering manager with Norsk Hydro, and his main

office is located within Oslo. Every weekday, shortly after 6 A.M., Morton boards

a train near his home for the 90-minute ride into Oslo. He has a standing reser-

vation in the train’s “office car,” where he can work on his laptop in quiet com-

fort. Morten has turned an obstacle (the 180-minute commute) into an

opportunity—he wonders how he ever got along without the solitary “desk

time” that he gets on the train each day.

“Our problems do not lie in what we experience, 
but in the attitude we have towards it.”

—Akong Rimpoche10

Earlier in the chapter we shared some of Bill Gates’ thoughts on
the importance of turning failures into successes. Interestingly,
some of his comments on the challenge of managing thinking in the
face of difficulties fit well with the topic of Emotional Intelligence.
“It’s all in how you approach failures. And believe me, we know a
lot about failures at Microsoft. . . . The weight of all of our failures
could make me too depressed to come in to work. Instead, I am
excited about the challenges and by how we can use today’s bad
news to help solve tomorrow’s problems.”11 After studying these
thoughts we couldn’t help wondering if Bill Gates’ tremendous run
of success stems largely from his emotional intelligence, especially
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in the area of dealing with potential failures, which enables him to
continually adjust and learn as he goes.

ON LEADING YOURSELF

While a dramatic shift away from traditional management methods
has been taking place over the past few decades, leadership is still
primarily viewed as an external and usually top-down process.
Organizations are still seeking ways to tap into the full potential of
their human capital. Despite this desire, one of the primary con-
tinuing weaknesses of contemporary organizations is the neglect of
the self-leadership capability of people. The capability of people to
lead themselves may be the greatest remaining untapped natural
resource in the world today.

Our state of mind about ourselves has a 
clear impact on ultimate performance.

SuperLeadership can help people learn and effectively practice
self-leadership. But first, a SuperLeader must recognize what self-
leadership is all about. The specific self-leadership strategies pre-
sented in these last three chapters are summarized in the chart on
the next page.

By mastering action-oriented self-leadership strategies such as
self-set goals and self-rewards, people can work through difficult
and sometimes unattractive tasks. Furthermore, by building in the
natural rewards of work that promote feelings of competence, self-
control, and purpose, people can motivate themselves to achieve
higher performance through natural enjoyment. Finally, the estab-
lishment of effective thought patterns through the self-management
of beliefs, imagined experience, and self-talk can contribute to over-
all effectiveness. By modeling, encouraging, reinforcing, and other-
wise facilitating these self-leadership processes in others, a leader
can become a SuperLeader.
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ACTION-ORIENTED SELF-LEADERSHIP STRATEGIES

Strategy

Self-Set Goals Setting goals for your own work efforts.

Management of Cues Arranging and altering cues in the work 
environment to facilitate your desired 
personal behaviors.

Rehearsal Physical or mental practice of work activities
before you actually perform them.

Self-Observation Observing and gathering information about
your own specific behaviors that you have 
targeted.

Self-Reward Providing yourself with personally valued
rewards for completing desirable behaviors.

Self-Punishment Administering punishments to yourself for 
behaving in undesirable ways. (While this 
strategy is generally not very effective,
constructive self-correcting feedback can be.)

SELF-LEADERSHIP THROUGH NATURAL REWARDS

Self-Redesign of Tasks Self-redesign of what you do and how you do
your work to increase the level of natural
rewards in your job. Natural rewards that 
are part of, rather than separate from,
the task itself (i.e., the work, like a hobby,
becomes the reward) result from activities 
that cause you to feel:
➧ a sense of competence
➧ a sense of self-control
➧ a sense of purpose

Redesign of the Context Redesigning the immediate surroundings of
of Your Work your work or changing the time and place 

of your work to enhance the natural rewards
that stem from this immediate environment.

SELF-LEADERSHIP OF THE MIND 

Establishing Constructive Establishing constructive and effective habits
Thought Patterns or patterns in your thinking (e.g., a tendency to

search for opportunities rather than obstacles 
embedded in challenges) by managing your:
➧ beliefs and assumptions
➧ mental imagery
➧ internal self-talk



The human capacity for self-leadership may be the greatest
remaining untapped natural resource in the world today.

By learning self-leadership skills, people bring new meaning to
the term “follower.” A follower who is self-led is one who brings
great capacity to exercise initiative, creativity, and discretion over
his or her own work. We are turning the traditional definition of
“follower” upside down. Today’s followers are really adept leaders
of themselves. Self-leadership lies at the crux of how we manage
information and knowledge to meet our personal and organizational
goals.

The management of information and knowledge is the key to suc-
cess in the 21st century. Employees cannot accomplish this task
blindly, passively dependent on the close direction of traditional
leaders. Instead, they must be well armed with an extensive reper-
toire of self-leadership skills to enable them to react and adjust to an
ever-changing environment that is rich with information. Most of
all, SuperLeaders can help others to build their own self-leadership.
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SuperLeadership in the Information
Age—Leading By Creating Knowledge
Self-Leaders1

Vikas Anand and Don Harrison

As organizations enter the bold new world of the 21st century they are faced
with multiple challenges. Foremost among these challenges is the need to
better manage knowledge and information. Indeed,Peter Drucker has pointed
out that firms that fail to effectively harness their knowledge are doomed to
mediocrity or even failure. In this context,we believe that SuperLeadship pro-
vides a novel and effective approach to managing knowledge.While leadership
is typically associated with individuals, the knowledge management approach
defined below is an example of leadership expressed at the level of the organ-
ization, where an entire firm, through its systems, practices, and procedures,
acts as a SuperLeader.

CHARACTERISTICS OF 
KNOWLEDGE-INTENSIVE ENVIRONMENTS

As an organization prepares to face the 21st century, it is confronted with a
major challenge. One of its key resources—knowledge—is held in the minds
of its various employees and scattered all over the organization. Collectively
the organization may know a great deal; yet often, employees find that they
personally possess inadequate or inappropriate knowledge.The knowledge
they need may be known by someone thousands of miles away; obtaining
such knowledge in quick time poses a significant challenge. As Dick Loehr,
director of Ernst & Young’s Center for Business Knowledge points out, such
problems can be addressed by implementing a knowledge management sys-
tem that allows people to “interact, communicate, collaborate, and share
information, no matter where they [are].”

PROFILEPROFILE



THE SUPERLEADERSHIP APPROACH 
TO KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

A SuperLeadership approach to knowledge management involves the imple-
mentation of a system that values each individual employee and aims to make
each a knowledge leader.The system creates an environment that facilitates
employees in their efforts to practice knowledge self-leadership, builds natu-
ral rewards into the knowledge management process, and helps employees in
the field to act and make key decisions without supervision from their bosses.

Developing Knowledge Self-Leaders
One approach to managing knowledge involves the nurturing of experts in
specific areas.When adopting such an approach, a firm invests in recruiting
and developing key experts in a variety of specific knowledge domains.
Employees may have to depend on their relationship with that expert for
required knowledge. From a leadership perspective, such an approach creates
a few expert leaders who control key organizational activities, and introduces
the conditions for controlling (even “Strongman” type) leaders to emerge.

A SuperLeadership approach, on the contrary, values all individual employ-
ees and develops them into “knowledge leaders” in their own right. Such a
firm accumulates the knowledge of various individuals, thoroughly vets it for
accuracy, and then enables all employees to tap into this knowledge. Employ-
ees are not required to refer to knowledgeable experts for key knowledge;
instead, each employee decides what knowledge is required and the firm facil-
itates her efforts to acquire it.This philosophy becomes a means of creating
self-leaders in the organization and helps each employee to act effectively
without guidance from superiors.

SuperLeaders value all individual employees and 
work to develop them into “knowledge leaders.” 

Establishing a Nurturing Environment for Knowledge Self-Leaders
A Knowledge-SuperLeadership approach requires the creation of employees
who are knowledgeable about some areas, but can easily educate themselves
in other areas, by rapidly acquiring expertise available collectively within the
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firm.This approach can succeed only if employees continuously augment their
existing knowledge and are motivated to acquire required expertise; if they
are not, even the best knowledge-management technology is likely to fail.

A key step in the knowledge empowerment process involves the conver-
sion of large amounts of tacit knowledge held by various experts (that does
not travel freely from one individual to another) into explicit knowledge.This
process can be handled in a variety of ways. For instance, Ernst & Young (E&Y)
established the Center for Business Knowledge in 1993, and a representative
from the Center was assigned to each of 40 distinct areas of expertise to
expedite knowledge conversion. Experts in given areas were encouraged to
dwell on their experiences, share them with other individuals, and make
repeated efforts to document their knowledge.As a result, large volumes of
knowledge were recorded and stored electronically on E&Y’s Lotus Notes
system.Xerox followed a similar process when it developed the Eureka “tips”
database for its worldwide service engineers. One of our favorite stories
about the conversion of tacit knowledge into explicit is about a Xerox engi-
neer in France who recorded the sound made by a key copier component just
before it was heading toward failure. He then loaded the recording as a dig-
ital file on the firm’s knowledge database, with advice to users to change the
relevant part when they heard that particular sound.

Knowledge within an organization needs to be set 
up so that it can be efficiently accessed by employees. 

Once knowledge has been gathered in an explicit form, it needs to be
organized to ensure that employees can tap into it. For instance, Ernst &
Young organized the large volumes of its explicit knowledge into “Power-
Packs.” PowerPacks are electronic encyclopedias of knowledge pertaining to
specific areas of expertise. Each PowerPack is a compilation of outstanding
proposals, presentations, competitive models, specialized tools, and a variety
of other business-related information relevant to a specific industry or area.
PowerPacks provide masses of data, and employees can sort through relevant
items using sophisticated search engines. Employees from the Center for
Business Knowledge regularly check the content of each PowerPack to
ensure that their data is relevant and current. Each PowerPack thus serves as
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an “expert center” that empowers employees with the knowledge they need.
In addition to PowerPacks, vast amounts of information were posted on cen-
tral computers, updated regularly, and made accessible to employees.An Ernst
& Young manager stated:“Earlier, it would take me several days to learn of SEC
updates . . . now I have them the day they are issued.” 

With true SuperLeadership a culture is established that 
fosters not hoarding but sharing knowledge by all employees.

A SuperLeadership approach to knowledge empowerment also involves
the establishment of a knowledge-sharing culture that encourages employees
to share rather than to hoard knowledge. Such a culture encourages employ-
ees to unhesitatingly seek required knowledge from others. A knowledge-
sharing culture can be created in a variety of ways. For instance, in Xerox top
management continually exhorted employees to engage in knowledge shar-
ing by explicitly including knowledge sharing as a key desired behavior in their
cultural document. Another firm, Damark International, has experimented
with a new position—Manager of Relationships—that focuses on developing
better interpersonal relationships among employees.

Facilitating Self-Rewards
The process of knowledge-empowering employees is not always smooth.
Firms that attempt to knowledge-empower all employees can face unex-
pected challenges from employees who resist adopting new behaviors. Indeed,
many employees may perceive sharing their personal knowledge as a loss of
control.

While it may be tempting for firms to use direct monetary rewards to
induce knowledge-sharing behaviors, such inducements must be used with
caution. A multinational firm that was building a knowledge database
announced a scheme that provided monetary rewards to employees who
contributed knowledge tips to its database.The scheme, however, backfired
as employees flooded the database with vast numbers of rather trivial tips.A
better approach would be to build natural rewards into behaviors that facil-
itate knowledge sharing.
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Using direct monetary rewards to induce knowledge sharing
is tempting but can result in unintended and undesirable 

consequences. 

For instance, Carmen, a manager in a large multinational firm, has found
contributing to her firm’s knowledge banks rewarding because of the intrin-
sic reward she gets in knowing the value of the help she provides to other
managers. She described an occasion when she received a call from a man-
ager 2000 miles away:“He was so excited because he used a presentation that
I had posted [on the firm’s knowledge database] to meet an important dead-
line. . . .When I feel lazy about posting stuff, I recall his delight [and that prods
me on].”

Natural rewards are best built into a knowledge management system when
the process provides employees with increased control and purpose to their
work, and increases their belief in their ability to perform their tasks. In this
context we find interesting the following “success story” that was posted on
the Web pages of Ernst & Young’s Center for Business Knowledge:

It seemed like an impossible request. Our team had just delivered a
proposal to evaluate the systems conversion at a large Health Care
client.They were ready to give us the go-ahead but their chief tech-
nology officer wouldn’t sign off until he saw a detailed work plan.
Normally, that’s the first thing we prepare after the client signs an
agreement, because it takes quite a bit of time and effort to put it
together.

It was pretty clear . . . if we didn’t prepare the work plan, we’d lose
the client.

We had to work fast and smart.We went straight to the ISAAS V6
PowerPack.We found audit programs from other conversion projects
around the country. Using those programs, we quickly put together a
detailed task plan that would work for this client.We submitted it to
the CTO, he reviewed it and approved it that day.

This illustration provides insights into how E&Y has facilitated employees
to build in natural rewards. First, it appears that E&Y provides its employees
with control of their tasks.They did not have to refer to an expert in the area.
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The employees identified the knowledge that they needed for a specific prob-
lem. Had the team needed to check with the relevant experts for required
knowledge, the deal probably would not have been concluded. Second, the
employees can directly perceive the impact of their efforts. For instance, in
this incident the consultant was excited because she could directly relate her
team’s efforts to signing the deal.This provided a strong sense of purpose to
her task. Finally, as employees find themselves coping with complex tasks suc-
cessfully, their perceptions of their competence also increase.

CONCLUSIONS

As organizations confront the knowledge-based economies of the 21st cen-
tury they need to develop systems that unleash the power of their employ-
ees. Organizations should believe in their own people, and empower them
with knowledge to face the challenges they may encounter in the field. In
addition, each individual employee’s expertise needs to be valued and tapped
to make the firm as a whole more knowledgeable. Creating “knowledge self-
leaders” involves building natural rewards into employee tasks.The result can
be a highly motivated set of employees who deploy large amounts of knowl-
edge with minimal guidance.This, in effect, would be an organizational Super-
Leadership approach that can help firms to navigate today’s competitive
landscape.
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Part III
SuperLeadership—
It’s in the Details

The teacher . . . does not bid you enter the house of his wisdom, but
rather leads you to the threshold of your own mind. . . . So must each one
of you [develop your own] knowledge and . . . [your own] understanding.
—from The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran1
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Leading Others to7Lead Themselves

THE BOY WATCHED THE MAN CAREFULLY as he walked out of

the village.The man was his mother’s brother and had watched over

the boy since his father had been killed in the raid of the Hill People. More

than anything else, the ten-year-old boy wanted to be like the man—to be the

best hunter in the village.

Suddenly the man stopped and gazed for a long moment at the boy.With-

out saying a word he motioned, and the boy knew he meant,“Come with me.”

With tremendous excitement, the boy followed the man out of the village.

They hunted all that day and were very successful.

This day established a pattern for the next few years. On the days that the

man would hunt, the boy would follow.At first the boy would only watch.The

man spoke very little. Even when the boy asked a question, the man seldom

answered, so after a while the boy asked fewer and fewer questions.They

just hunted together in silence, with the boy watching carefully.

But the man was an excellent teacher. He knew that the boy was very

bright and very quick. Before long, the boy was imitating the man and con-

tributing to the hunt.

The boy also watched the man in the village, especially the way he prepared

and planned for the hunt. He watched the man carefully tend to his weapons

and equipment. In a short time he was preparing his own equipment in the

same way.



Within three years they were known as the best hunters in the village.

They no longer hunted as leader and follower but as a team.Without speak-

ing they knew what each would do in the hunt, and together they were more

successful than either of them alone could be. Day by day, the man noted the

growing confidence, skill, and strength of the boy.The man knew that the boy

was destined to be a leader of the Valley People.

How will you teach the newcomers in your organization to
“hunt”? One thing you can count on—they will be watching you
closely. Whether you want it or not, they will learn their leader-
ship and their self-leadership from you. Have you thought about
what you want to teach them? Do you want to be a SuperLeader?
Do you want them to be self-leaders and then SuperLeaders?

In this section, we begin our discussion about the implementa-
tion of SuperLeadership. That is, how does a SuperLeader actually
carry out the ideas and concepts of leading others to lead them-
selves? We begin by trying to articulate the language of SuperLead-
ership. Most of all, we recognize that developing self-leadership is
not an overnight process. It takes time and patience—and then
more time and patience. We especially discuss the difficulties of
transition from a more traditional top-down model to a SuperLead-
ership model.

THE LANGUAGE OF SUPERLEADERSHIP

Day in, day out, leaders interact with followers. Often we think of
leadership as a particularly vivid moment in time, like Henry V
addressing his troops or Martin Luther King, Jr., with his “I have a
dream” speech. But for most of us, leadership is mainly expressed
in the day-to-day verbal and nonverbal exchange between leader
and follower.

In our research we have discovered certain patterns of behavior
that characterize SuperLeadership. We know, for example, that a
few thoughtless authoritarian remarks can destroy any relationship
between an aspiring SuperLeader and followers. The most impor-
tant pillar of SuperLeadership is the use of everyday conversation to
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enhance the confidence of followers and encourage them to under-
take their own self-leadership practices. Here are a few tips about
how everyday language and dialog can be used to enhance follower
self-leadership:

➧ Reduce language that centers on direction, instruction, and
command. Ask followers to provide their own direction:
“What’s next?” or “Where are you headed?”

➧ Listen more.

➧ Reduce the proportion of assigned goals. Ask a follower what
his or her own goal is.

➧ In response to a failure or mistake, ask what can be learned.
Use direct punitive language only as a last resort.

➧ Ask followers to orally work through their logic and analysis
of how they have come to a decision. Be sure not to make this
a quiz that provokes the follower’s defensiveness.

➧ Ask followers to describe what other alternatives have been
explored when they come to a decision.

➧ Ask about feelings: “How do you feel about that?”

➧ Overturn a follower’s decision only as a last resort.

➧ Express confidence in a follower’s potential and capacity to
achieve a specific goal or accomplish a special task.

➧ Decline to directly solve a follower’s problem unless it’s a
crisis, a last resort, or unless you alone have critical infor-
mation. Ask followers to solve problems on their own or in
collaboration with their peers.

➧ Decline to answer directly when asked by a follower to make
a decision that should be made by the follower. Reflect the
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decision back onto the follower. Do express confidence in
and support of followers and focus on opportunities for them
to grow and learn. Don’t let the follower put the “monkey”
on your back.

➧ Ask followers if there are ways this job can be done more
effectively.

➧ Verbally reinforce when a follower shows initiative. Look for
opportunities to accept and implement follower initiative.

Sometimes people think that empowerment means permissive-
ness. Let’s be clear and direct about this: We do not think of Super-
Leadership as permissiveness, nor as laissez faire, but as an active
involvement and interaction between leader and follower that con-
centrates on enhancing the follower’s own self-leadership. The
active involvement is expressed through the special language of the
SuperLeader.

SUPERLEADERSHIP AND MENTORING

In some ways, SuperLeadership has similarities to the process of
mentoring. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that men-
toring is a form of SuperLeadership. The main purpose of traditional
mentoring is for a more senior or experienced person to provide pro-
fessional, career, and organizational advice to a younger or less expe-
rienced person. Most mentoring situations do not entail a dyad
where the mentor is the direct supervisor of the junior person. Nev-
ertheless, mentoring has typically focused on the development of
the younger or less experienced person, which is also a purpose of
SuperLeadership. In the information age, however, this pattern is
shifting. Consider the following reverse-mentoring situation, where
the traditional notions of leadership are turned upside down.
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Recently, the Wall Street Journal reported an interesting program of reverse

mentoring at the venerable organizational giant, General Electric.1 Like other

senior leaders drawn from an earlier generation, it’s a challenge for GE’s long-

serving chairman Jack Welch, Jr., to enter the Internet age. Given his busy sched-

ule, he had found it difficult to hone his Internet skills. His solution: get a mentor!

But as CEO,Welch was at the top of the GE pyramid. He couldn’t look above

for a mentor. So he reached out and asked Pam Wickham, a midlevel GE leader

almost 20 years younger, for some personal instruction. After some hands-on

tutoring from Wickham, Welch now brags about skills that many teenagers

would find elementary: “I can do all kinds of sites, and I go to chat rooms and

see what people are saying about GE.”

In his usually zesty manner,Welch has attempted to convert other GE lead-

ers to his newfound knowledge, and especially to his newly discovered mode

of learning from below. He has “ordered” the top 600 leaders at GE to reach

down in their ranks and find an Internet junkie to be their mentor.

There are some interesting lessons in this story that apply to the
organizations of the 21st century. First, expertise is more and more
unlikely to be represented by high position in an organizational
hierarchy. In the old days, the boss was expected to know it all.
Today, the most knowledgeable person may well be the individual
lowest on the totem pole. The challenge lies in the question of how
a hierarchy can release and make use of the knowledge possessed by
every employee. In essence, every worker becomes a knowledge
worker.

“Knowledge people have to be 
managed as if they were volunteers.”

—Peter Drucker2



Another lesson is that leadership is not the exclusive prerogative of
those who are higher in a hierarchy. In the GE case, we can think of
the more junior mentors as “leading” their elders, so it becomes a
form of bottom-up leading. And in a later chapter on teams, we dis-
cuss lateral leading by peers as an important contemporary resource.

GUIDING THE TRANSITION

TO SELF-LEADERSHIP

Developing self-leadership in others is not done overnight. The
process is lengthy and complex, and requires patience and persist-
ence. When a SuperLeader sets out to develop self-leadership in
another, the transformation can be described as one with four stages:

1. Leader modeling of self-leadership behavior.

2. Guided participation of the follower by the leader.

3. Ensuring follower resources, training and capability.

4. Finally, follower self-leadership and performance.

“There is no exercise better for the heart 
than reaching down and lifting people up.”

—John Andrew Holmes3

Often, moving a follower toward self-leadership creates a dilemma
for the leader. Inevitably, the time will come when the follower
seems to be making a mistake; perhaps the follower sets an inap-
propriate goal, an incorrect target level, a questionable plan of action
or undertakes a decision that is not well thought out. Recognizing
the difficulty, the leader faces the choice of whether to intervene or
to allow the follower to proceed. Of course the overall importance of
the situation will have a bearing on the leader’s final choice; the
more critical the issue the more likely the leader is to intervene.
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Here are some guidelines. To begin, the leader should ask a lot of
questions. Generally, questions are less intimidating and power-ori-
ented than outright rejection of the goal or plan of action, and they
typically deliver an implicit message to the follower that something
might be wrong without making a direct challenge. Questions help
the follower to clarify consequences of projected courses of action
or to detail specifics of the “action plan.” Questions provide the
follower with opportunities to reconsider previously chosen courses
of action without undue threat.

But questions don’t always evoke a change of direction and some-
times a follower remains committed to a course of action that, in
the end, the leader believes is wrong. What next? 

Generally, except under the most critical conditions, a Super-
Leader will allow the follower to continue on her chosen course. We
suggest that the leader’s formal authority to change this course be
used only when the decision has very serious consequences—that
is, when it will cause damage, in the words of the very successful
W.L. Gore and Associates, “below the waterline” (that threatens to
sink the boat). In the long run, making mistakes is part of any learn-
ing process and it is an inevitable and necessary part of learning
self-leadership. Hopefully, having made a mistake the follower will
have gained a useful developmental experience and will be less
likely to repeat the error.

An important factor is whether the type of culture exists where
the follower can positively learn from mistakes. Organizations that
encourage risk-taking are much more likely to find significant im-
provements in follower productivity and performance. Most of all,
followers need to feel that making a mistake is not a “capital
offense” but is only one (perhaps unpleasant) milestone leading
toward the full maturity of their capability to be self-leaders.

During a follower’s critical transition from traditional external
leadership to self-leadership, previous dependency on superior
authority needs to be unlearned. In its place, followers must develop
a strong sense of confidence in their abilities to act on their own.

But frequently this transition is not very smooth, leaving the fol-
lower wondering why “the boss” is not providing more help and
the leader biting his lip to avoid telling the follower to do the “right
thing.” Nevertheless, effective SuperLeaders sometimes deliber-
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ately permit a course of action to proceed that at other times, in
other places, they would not allow. To be self-leaders, followers
must learn to stand on their own.

Once through this critical transition phase, the effects on the fol-
lower’s performance can be remarkable. Followers develop a much
better understanding of the full range of their own capabilities and
of the demands of their surroundings. Most of all, exercising their
own self-leadership produces a motivation and psychological com-
mitment that energizes followers to greater and greater achieve-
ments. SuperLeaders who have successfully unleashed the power
of self-led followers understand the ultimate reward and satisfaction
of managing these individuals. Furthermore, they can see beyond
the problem of living with the difficult days of transition into self-
leadership.

In the long run, making mistakes is part of any learning 
process and it is an inevitable and necessary part of learning

self-leadership.

The process of change in becoming a SuperLeader is not easy.
Consider the following true account of a corporate leader vice pres-
ident, who described how he felt and what happened to him as he
underwent this change on the road to SuperLeadership.4

One of the first steps is to recognize one’s over-involvement, compulsiveness,

and unwillingness to let go: “I’m involved in a great many projects in my com-

pany and I can’t do them casually.”

It’s important to be candid about one’s own motivation.“Thinking about this

compulsion, I realized I don’t do it for the money, nor do I have ambition any

longer for promotion. It’s something in me . . . ” he explained.“I am sure that at
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least part of my problem is that I am still seeking ‘stroking’ . . . approval. . . . I’m

still anxious that my bosses know when I do something well. I get especially

upset if someone gets credit for something that I believe I did."

He reflects further, beginning to sound like a SuperLeader:“I think there is a

way I call it making myself into a ‘backroom person’. . . . Now I’m attempting to

become a person who makes things happen without appearing to be there.

. . . I work hard at making myself invisible.

“When someone says, ‘Gee, we sure have been lucky getting this done’ and

I know it got done because of my behind-the-scenes phone calls, meetings, and

reports, I am beginning to experience pleasure,” he continued. “When I con-

centrate on my new role as éminence grise, my yearning to say ‘Hey I did it’

diminishes.This allows me to make contributions with less stress.”

A mature SuperLeader becomes more indirect.“My way of dealing with it is

to think of myself as a combination coach/spectator.What that means is that I

spend a lot of time listening before I do anything.When someone describes a

plan of action that I think is incorrect, I don’t take the plan apart and substitute

my own. I let the speaker finish and wait to hear what the others have to say.

Usually, if I see something wrong, someone else will too.”

“I recognize that this approach has its risks. I may hide myself so successfully

that people will start to wonder what I’m doing and decide I’m not necessary.

It is also possible that the effort to be silent and to relinquish credit may take

more out of me than an excess of activity. So far though, that has not been the

case. . . . [I’ve] learned a great deal. . . . I gathered information that I don’t think I

could have gotten any other way. I was more involved in what was [really] going

on. . . . I was in an improved situation relative to the business.”
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MacGregor—Insisting
On Self-Leadership

Elliott Carlisle

This classic profile was included in our original version of SuperLeader-

ship and was, in many ways, ahead of its time. MacGregor provides a

striking example of leadership that not only promotes and expects self-

leadership from followers but insists on it.

My encounter with MacGregor came about during the course of a study of
the extent to which operating managers actually use participative manage-
ment techniques in their dealings with subordinates.

MacGregor, who at the time was manager of one of the largest refineries
in the country, was the last of more than 100 managers I interviewed in the
course of the study.

The switchboard operator answered with the name of the refinery.When
I asked for MacGregor’s office, a male voice almost instantly said “Hello.” I
then asked for MacGregor, whereupon the voice responded, “This is he.” I
should have recognized at once that this was no ordinary manager; he
answered his own phone instantly, as though he had been waiting for it to ring.
To my question about when it would be convenient for me to come see him,
he replied, ‘Any time.’ I said, “Would today be all right?” His response was,
“Today, tomorrow,or Wednesday would be OK;or you could come Thursday,
except don’t come between 10:00 A.M. and noon; or you could come Friday
or next week any time.”

I took MacGregor at his word and drove over immediately to see him
without any further announcement of my visit. As I entered his office, he
turned slowly and said, “You must be Carlisle.The head office told me you
wanted to talk to me about the way we run things here. Sit down and fire
away.”

PROFILEPROFILE



MACGREGOR’S MODUS OPERANDI

“Do you hold regular meetings with your subordinates?” I asked.
“Yes, I do,” he replied.
“How often?” I asked.
“Once a week, on Thursdays, between 10:00 A.M. and noon; that’s why I

couldn’t see you then,” was his response.
“What sorts of things do you discuss?” I queried, following my interview

guide.
“My subordinates tell me about the decisions they’ve made during the past

week,” he explained.
“Then you believe in participative decision making,” I commented.
“No, as a matter of fact, I don’t,” said MacGregor.
“Then why hold the meetings?” I asked. “Why not just tell your people

about the operating decisions you’ve made and let them know how to carry
them out?”

“Oh, I don’t make their decisions for them and I just don’t believe in par-
ticipating in the decisions they should be making, either; we hold the weekly
meeting so that I can keep informed on what they’re doing and how. The
meeting also gives me a chance to appraise their technical and managerial
abilities,” he explained.

“I used to make all the operating decisions myself, but I quit
doing that a few years ago when I discovered that I didn’t

have enough time to do my own job.”

“Now that I’ve quit making other people’s decisions, I can concentrate on my
own work.”

“You don’t make operating decisions anymore?” I asked in astonishment.
“No,” he replied. Sensing my incredulity, he added, “Obviously you don’t

believe me.Why not ask one of my subordinates? Which one do you want to
talk to?”

“I haven’t any idea; I don’t even know how many subordinates you have, let
alone their names.You choose one,” I suggested.
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“No, I wouldn’t do that—for two reasons. First, I don’t make decisions.
And second,when my subordinate confirms that I don’t make decisions, you’ll
say that it’s a put-up job. So here is a list of my eight immediate subordinates,
the people who report directly to me. Choose one name from it and I’ll call
him and you can talk to him,” said MacGregor.

“OK—Johnson, then. I’ll talk to him if he’s free,” said I.
“I’m sure he’s able to talk to you. I’ll call him and tell him you’re on the way

over.” Reaching for the phone, he determined that Johnson would be happy
to have someone to talk to.

EMPLOYEE VIEWS OF MACGREGOR

I walked over to Johnson’s unit and found him to be in his early thirties.After
a few minutes of casual conversation, I discovered that MacGregor and all
eight of his subordinates were chemical engineers. Johnson said, “I suppose
MacGregor gave you that bit about his not making decisions, didn’t he? That
man is a gas.”

“It isn’t true though, is it? He does make decisions, doesn’t he?” I asked.
“No, he doesn’t; everything he told you is true. He simply decided not to

get involved in decisions that his subordinates are being paid to make. So he
stopped making them,” said Johnson.

Then I asked Johnson whether he tried to get MacGregor to make a deci-
sion and his response was:

“Only once. I had been on the job for only about a week when I ran into
an operating problem I couldn’t solve, so I phoned MacGregor. He answered
the phone with that sleepy ‘Hello’ of his. I told him who I was and that I had
a problem. His response was instantaneous: ‘Good, that’s what you’re being
paid to do: solve problems,’ and then he hung up. I was dumbfounded. I 
didn’t really know any of the people I was working with, so because I didn’t
think I had any other alternative I called him back, got the same sleepy ‘Hello,’
and again identified myself. He replied sharply, ‘I thought I told you that you
were paid to solve problems.’

“Do you think that I should do 
your job as well as my own?”

138 SUPERLEADERSHIP—IT’S IN THE DETAILS



”When I insisted on seeing him about my problem, he answered, ‘I don’t
know how you expect me to help you.You have a technical problem and I
don’t make operating decisions about the refinery anymore.Ask one of the
other men.They’re all in touch with what goes on out there.’

“I didn’t know which one to consult, so I insisted again on seeing him. He
finally agreed—grudgingly—to see me right away, so I went over to his office
and there he was in his characteristic looking-out-the-window posture.When
I sat down he saw that I was determined to involve him in my problems, so
he sat down on the sofa in front of his coffee table and, pen in hand, prepared
to write on a pad of paper. He asked me to state precisely what the problem
was and he wrote down exactly what I said.Then he asked what the condi-
tions for its solution were. I replied that I didn’t know what he meant by that
question.His response was,‘If you don’t know what conditions have to be sat-
isfied for a solution to be reached, how do you know when you’ve solved the
problem?’ I told him I’d never thought of approaching a problem that way
and he replied, ‘Then you’d better start. I’ll work through this one with you
this time, but don’t expect me to do your problem solving for you because
that’s your job, not mine.’

“I stumbled through the conditions that would have to be satisfied by the
solution.Then he asked me what alternative approaches I could think of. I
gave him the first one I could think of—let’s call it X—and he wrote it down
and asked me what would happen if I did X. I replied with my answer—let’s
call it A.Then he asked me how A compared with the conditions I had estab-
lished for the solution of the problem. I replied that it did not meet them.
MacGregor told me that I’d have to think of another. I came up with Y, which
I said would yield result B, and this still fell short of the solution conditions.
After more prodding from MacGregor, I came up with Z, which I said would
have C as a result; although this clearly came a lot closer to the conditions I
had established for the solution than any of the others I’d suggested, it still did
not satisfy all of them. MacGregor then asked me if I could combine any of
the approaches I’d suggested. I replied I could do X and Z and then saw that
the resultant A plus C would indeed satisfy all the solution conditions I had
set up previously.When I thanked MacGregor, he replied,‘What for? Get the
hell out of my office; you could have done that bit of problem solving perfectly
well without wasting my time. Next time you really can’t solve a problem on
your own, ask the Thursday man and then tell me about it at the Thursday
meeting.’”
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I asked Johnson about Mr. MacGregor’s reference to the Thursday man.
“That’s the person who runs the Thursday meeting when MacGregor is

away from the plant. I’m the Thursday man now. My predecessor left here
about two months ago.”

“Where did he go? Did he quit the company?” I asked.
“God, no. He got a refinery of his own.That’s what happens to a lot of

Thursday men.After the kind of experience we get coping with everyone’s
problems, and MacGregor’s refusal to do what he perceives as his subordi-
nates’ work, we don’t need an operating superior anymore, and we’re ready
for our own refineries. Incidentally, most of the people at our level have
adopted MacGregor’s method in dealing with our own direct reports.”

“Most (MacGregor’s subordinates) go 
on to assignments as refinery managers.”

I went back to see MacGregor. He turned and asked, “Well, now do you
believe that I don’t make any decisions?”

I said,“No, that could have been just a fluke.” He suggested I see another
subordinate, and asked me to pick another name from the list. I picked Peter-
son who, when phoned, said she was available, so I went to her office.

Peterson was in her late twenties. She asked me what I thought of Mac-
Gregor. I said I found him most unusual. Peterson replied, “Yes, he’s a gas.”
Peterson’s story paralleled Johnson’s; that is, MacGregor refused to make
decisions related to the work of his subordinates.When Peterson got into a
situation she could not deal with, she said she called one of the other super-
visors, usually Johnson, and together they worked it out. At the Thursday
meetings she reported on the decision and gave credit to her helper. “If I 
hadn’t,” she added,“I probably wouldn’t get help from that quarter again.”

In reply to a query on what the Thursday meetings were like, she said,
“Well, we all sit around that big conference table in MacGregor’s office. He
sits at the head like a thinned-down Buddha, and we go around the table talk-
ing about the decisions we’ve made and, if we got help, who helped us.The
other guys occasionally make comments, especially if the particular decision
being discussed was like one they had had to make themselves at some point
or if it had some direct effect on their own operations.” MacGregor had said
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very little at these past few meetings, according to Peterson, but he did pass
on any new developments that he heard about at the head office.

HEAD-OFFICE ASSESSMENT OF MACGREGOR

By the time I had finished with Johnson and Peterson, it was time for lunch.
I decided I’d go downtown and stop in at the head office to try to find out
their assessment of MacGregor and his operation. I visited the operations
chief for the corporation. I had wanted to thank him for his willingness to go
along with my study, anyway.When I told him I had met MacGregor, his imme-
diate response was,“Isn’t he a gas?” I muttered something about having heard
that comment before and asked him about the efficiency of MacGregor’s
operation in comparison with that of other refineries in the corporation.His
response was instantaneous. “Oh, MacGregor has by far the most efficient
producing unit.”

“Is that because he has the newest equipment?” I asked.
“No.As a matter of fact he has the oldest in the corporation. His was the

first refinery we built.”

MORE POINTERS ON MACGREGOR’S 
STYLE OF MANAGING

I went back to the refinery with a few last questions for MacGregor.
“Now let me focus a bit more on your role as refinery manager.You say you

don’t make decisions. Suppose a subordinate told you at a Thursday meeting
about a decision he’d made and you were convinced that it was a mistake.
What would you do about it?”

“How much would the mistake cost me?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I answered.
“Can’t tell you, then. It would depend on how much it would cost.”
“Say, $3,000,” 1 suggested.
“That’s easy, I’d let him make it,” said MacGregor. I sensed I’d hit the upper

limit before MacGregor either would have moved in himself or, more likely,
would have suggested that the subordinate discuss it with the Thursday man
and then report back to him on their joint decision.

“When was the last time you let a subordinate make a mistake of that
magnitude?” I asked skeptically.

“About four weeks ago,” said MacGregor.
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“You let someone who works for you make such a serious mistake? Why
did you do that?”

“Three reasons,” said MacGregor. “First, I was only 99.44 percent sure it
would be a mistake and if it hadn’t turned out to be one, I’d have felt pretty
foolish. Second, I thought that making a mistake like this one would be such
a tremendous learning experience for him that he’d never make another like
that one again. I felt it would do him more good than signing him up for most
of the management development courses that are available.Third, this is a
profit center. It was early in the budget year and I felt that we could afford it.”

“What was the result?” I asked.
“It was a mistake—and I heard about it in short order from the controller

downtown by phone.” (I realized suddenly that during the whole time I had
been in the office, neither MacGregor’s phone nor his secretary’s had rung.) 

“The controller said, ‘MacGregor how could you let a stupid mistake like
that last one slip through?’”

“What did you say?”
“Well, I figured a good attack is the best defense.” I asked him which refin-

ery in the corporation was the most efficient. He replied,“You know yours is.
That has nothing to do with it.” I told him that it had everything to do with it.

“My people learn 
from their mistakes. . . . ”

“Until the rest of the plants in the organization started operating at the
same degree of efficiency as this one, I wasn’t going to waste my time talking
to clerks.Then I hung up.”

“What happened?”
“Well, relations were a bit strained for a while—but they know I’m proba-

bly the best refinery manager in the business and I can get another job anytime,
so it blew over pretty quickly,” he said,not without a degree of self-satisfaction.

MACGREGOR’S CONTROL SYSTEMS

“Peterson told me you have quite a control system here.How does it work?”
I asked.
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“Very simply,” said MacGregor.“On Wednesdays at 2:00 P.M. my subordi-
nates and I get the printout from the computer, which shows the produc-
tion men their output against quota and the maintenance superintendent his
costs to date against the budget. If there is an unfavorable gap between the
two, they call me about 3:00 P.M. and the conversation goes something like
this: ‘Mr. MacGregor, I know I have a problem and this is what I’m going to
do about it.’ If their solution will work, I tell them to go ahead. If not, I tell
them so and then they go and work on it some more and then call back. If
the new one will work, I tell them to go ahead with it. If not, I suggest they
get in touch with one of the other men, work it out together, and then call
me and tell me how they are going to deal with it. If that doesn’t work, I refer
them to the Thursday man.That way I don’t get involved in making operat-
ing decisions.

”I used to have a smaller refinery than this one, where I found myself fran-
tically busy all the time—answering the phone constantly and continually
doing my subordinates’ problem-solving for them.They were always more
than willing to let me do their work because it was easier than doing it them-
selves, and also because if the solution did not work out then I was to blame.
Can’t fault them for trying that.But when I came here, I resolved to get myself
out of that kind of rat race and set about designing this system. I worked out
a computer-based production control system in conjunction with a set of
quotas I negotiate each year with each of my operating people, and a cost
budget with the maintenance man.Then I arranged for Wednesday reports.
Sometimes it takes a bit of time to renegotiate these quotas—and I’ve been
known to use peer pressure to get them to a reasonable level—but these
performance objectives really have to be accepted by the individual before
they have any legitimacy or motivational value for him.

“I can’t even remember when I’ve had to get directly involved myself with
their work. I do a lot of reading related to my work.That’s why, when they
call me with solutions, I can usually tell accurately whether or not their pro-
posals are going to work out.A lot of managers feel that they have to keep
proving to their people that they know more about their subordinates’ jobs
than the subordinates themselves by doing their work for them. I refuse to
do that anymore.”

MacGregor illustrates SuperLeadership in several interesting ways.
Most of all, he is committed to a leadership philosophy that depends
for its success on developing effective subordinates. His employees



demonstrate an unusual ability to work on their own in a highly effec-
tive and responsible manner.

MacGregor doesn’t just encourage his subordinates to work 
independently—to be self-leaders—he absolutely insists on it. 

More specifically, MacGregor relies on his own tailor-made versions
of many of the strategies we have presented in this book.To begin
with, he is an excellent model for his subordinates. He demonstrates
through his own behavior a commitment to self-leadership and to
solving his own problems. Further, his dramatically unique style of
leading others is being adopted in turn by his managers in dealing
with their own subordinates. His approach centers on fostering sub-
ordinate growth and independence by facilitating their full abilities to
solve their own problems and to make their own decisions. One clear
measure of MacGregor’s long-term success is that his subordinates
often go on to be highly effective managers of their own refineries.

MacGregor also reinforces his subordinates for their independent
efforts. In particular, he makes it a practice to recognize and give credit
to his employees for their self-led accomplishments in their weekly
Thursday meetings. Further, he is very committed to goal setting.
Indeed, his control system largely centers around helping his employ-
ees to establish their own challenging performance objectives and
providing concrete feedback on their progress. Again, however, he
insists that his subordinates reach these goals by means of their own
decisions and efforts. MacGregor views mistakes, even relatively costly
ones, as an investment in his subordinates’ learning and growth.

Finally, MacGregor has clearly facilitated the development of a high-
performance culture based on self-leadership. Employees recognize
taking personal responsibility, working independently, and exercising
self-control as strongly entrenched cultural norms. Over time, self-
leadership became the normal way of doing things. His refinery has
become a model for others in the company and his leadership a
model for aspiring SuperLeaders.
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Leading Individuals to8Become Self-Leaders

HOW DID GENERAL DWIGHT D.EISENHOWER become such

an admired leader? In the years prior to World War II, we can trace

the development of Eisenhower’s leadership style.As he absorbed the mili-

tary environment he learned to be delegated to and, in turn, to delegate

authority. Ike learned leadership through exposure to models that strongly

facilitated his own self-leadership skills.1

One of the greatest influences and most important models in Eisenhower’s

life and career was General George C. Marshall.Their relationship has been

described variously as being like that of father and son, leader and protégé,

and partners. Undoubtedly, Eisenhower learned much from Marshall.

From the very start, Marshall let it be known that he wanted no yes-men

in his camp. On Eisenhower’s first day at the War Plans Department at the

beginning of World War II, Marshall called him into his office and asked Ike

what the United States’ Philippine strategy should be. Eisenhower spent the

day at his desk, then returned with an analysis of the Philippine situation and

a recommended strategy. Marshall was pleased with Ike’s response to the

task:“Eisenhower, the Department is filled with able men who analyze their

problems well but feel compelled always to bring them to me for final solu-

tion. I must have assistants who will solve their own problems and tell me

later what they have done.”2 Ike understood the significance of autonomy, of

“owning” a job and doing it well in his own style.



As he had done under other commanders, Eisenhower completed his own

tasks with a minimum of supervision.When his time came to command, he

expected the same from his subordinates. “What General Marshall wanted

most . . . were senior officers who would take the responsibility for action in

their own areas of competence without coming to him for the final decision;

officers who in their turn would have enough sense to delegate the details of

their decisions to their subordinates.”3

Learning to lead from those above him, Ike carried this sense of delegation

and control over into his own leadership style.

It is clear that General Eisenhower learned much of his leadership
from his mentor, General George C. Marshall. How did you learn
your own leadership? More importantly, are you aware of how your
leadership is influencing others, especially those who are younger
and less experienced than you?

Most of all, the SuperLeader is concerned with unleashing the
power of self-leadership in others. Even if we understand the phi-
losophy and concept of SuperLeadership intellectually, in the end
it’s action that counts. What do SuperLeaders actually do in order
to develop follower self-leadership?

This is the first of three chapters that attempts to answer that
question. In the following chapter, we concentrate on teams as vehi-
cles for self-leadership. We address the issue of team leadership and
discuss structural changes like self-managed teams, virtual teams,
and cross-functional teams, all of which have been important his-
torical vehicles for enhancing self-leadership. Then, in a separate
chapter we focus on the organization as a whole, and especially deal
with the issue of how an organizational culture can be instrumen-
tal in enhancing or retarding self-leadership.

In this chapter we concentrate mainly on a dyadic model of lead-
ership—that is, a leader and an individual follower. We ask the ques-
tion of how to cultivate self-leadership in others. To answer this
question we turn to ideas about behavioral modeling, goal setting,
rewards, and thought patterns. 
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DEVELOPING SELF-LEADERSHIP

THROUGH MODELING

How do leaders learn to lead? Most of us can and do learn from-
reading or classroom-oriented instruction. But for leaders in organ-
izations, leadership is mainly learned through observing others.
This is a fundamental learning process that we first encounter as
children when we observe and learn from our parents. Leaders have
a special responsibility to pass on the appropriate “lore” and culture
of organizational leadership. As in ancient tribes, this knowledge is
mainly transmitted through modeling. Modeling is a process where
a behavior is learned by observing another perform the behavior.

Typically, learning through modeling is unsystematic and hap-
hazard. It occurs without conscious direction and effort. Neverthe-
less, because of its pervasiveness and power, it can be very useful if
leaders understand the modeling process and use it in a deliberate
manner. The opening story of this chapter about Dwight D. Eisen-
hower is about how he learned his special form of leadership from
his mentor, General George C. Marshall.

The fundamental characteristic of modeling is that learning takes
place not by actually experiencing self-leadership but by observing
the self-leadership of another, especially a person with high status
or position. Over time, followers associate the behavior they actu-
ally see with “correct” leadership and success in the company.
Thus, a primary force in learning self-leadership is the self-leader-
ship actually modeled by a leader.

Sometimes, a particularly prominent leader attracts special atten-
tion and even “cult” status. Consider the following headline and story
about how fledgling CEOs want to imitate Bill Gates, even to the
point where they copy the “warts” as well as the “winning ways.”4

The headline shouted,“Bill Gates’ Executive Style Inspires a Cult Following.”The

story that followed detailed how CEOs of aspiring start-up companies wanted

to capture the charisma of the Gates mystique for themselves and their 

companies.
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One of these CEOs is Naveen Jain, former Microsoft executive who now

runs his own Internet services company, InfoSpace, Inc. Jain has concluded that

a high-tech executive should have the charisma of a cult leader.According to the

article, the Gates leadership style has been mimicked by Jain and hundreds of

technology start-ups.

”It’s as if you took a DNA sample from the chief executive and blew it up to

monstrous size,” says Marc Andreessen, another former Microsoft executive

who now heads his own company. ”The founder and the company share all the

same strengths and weaknesses.”

The imitation follows critical as well as admirable qualities. For example, in the

InfoSpace lobby a wall hanging features a magazine story about Jain that includes

the following Jain quote: ”I think most people think of me as an arrogant [exple-

tive], and that’s the perception I want. It says don’t mess with me or you’ll be

crushed.” Clearly Jain has taken the measure of Gates, his model.

Learning takes place not by actually experiencing the 
target behavior, but by observing . . . another’s behavior.

Generally, modeling can be considered a positive or constructive
form of learning. Robert Waterman, author of many management
books, recognized this:

As humans, we seem to learn in two ways: First, by analyzing our short-
comings and trying to correct them and second, by observing those who
do things best and trying to imitate them.

Recalling dimly my days as a ski instructor, I would look at it like this:When I
took my class on the hill and said,“You’re falling down too much and here’s
why, ” they would learn something. But they would learn only half the les-
son.They’d learn the rest when I showed them what it looks like when it’s
done right. It’s that second half that we are searching for in management.5
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Modeling is an essential part of SuperLeadership. Leaders can
make deliberate and productive use of modeling in their quest to
develop the self-leadership of followers.

In the development of follower self-leadership, modeling can be
used on a day-to-day basis in several ways. The first use is in estab-
lishing new behaviors, especially self-leadership behaviors, in fol-
lowers. The second involves strengthening the likelihood that
followers will continue to use positive behaviors they have already
learned. This is facilitated when the follower observes positive
results and rewards received by a model for performing desired
behaviors. But in addition, modeling can be used in a more formal,
deliberate manner through training.

Unfortunately, modeling can also create negative results if it is
not well understood and managed. Consider the following case,
which is based on real events that occurred in a U.S. department-
store company. It’s a story of imitation of negative leader behavior.

Tom, the new systems analyst, was uncomfortable and confused about the

occasional punitive management style of Jim, the group leader. Jim’s behavior

seemed inconsistent with his otherwise friendly and pleasant personality.Tom

began to understand the situation only after witnessing several incidents over

a few weeks.

One day when Jim was out visiting a client, a newspaper ad ran with the

wrong information for his department.Tom was called into the division man-

ager’s office the first thing that morning. “Where’s Jim?” the division manager

demanded.“He’s on a client trip,”Tom responded nervously.

“Well, you tell him to get his fanny in here as soon as he gets back!”

“Uh, OK,”Tom said timidly.

“What the hell do you think you guys are doing anyhow, giving advertising the

wrong information?”

The chewing-out continued for about five minutes. What struck Tom was

that the division manager didn’t really seem that mad; he just appeared to be act-



ing like he was. He seemed to be intentionally raking Tom over the coals as a

conscious leadership strategy.

A few weeks later, a division meeting was held with the group vice president

to go over department plans that would be presented to the president in a cou-

ple of days.The vice president was very critical, especially of Jim.When Jim fin-

ished presenting his material, he was informed that the president would “tear

him apart.” Interestingly, when the presentation was actually made, the president

found another target—the same vice president who had been so critical of Jim.

“Didn’t you tell them to address the impact of our new strategic plan on

their departments?” he snapped.“How in the hell do you expect us to make a

profit if you don’t manage your people?”

At this point the picture was becoming much clearer for Tom. Having now

seen the entire chain of punitive command in action, he could understand Jim’s

leadership behavior a little better. A punitive leadership style was being passed

down by example, from level to level and from one management generation to

the next.

The final blow came one day after lunch when Tom was standing in front of

a company bulletin board with a couple of friends he had been trained with.

“Look at this. Smith was promoted to divisional leader in hard goods,” one of

the friends commented.“I think that was a real mistake,” he continued.“I don’t

think he can be tough enough and get on his people the way he’ll have to, to

get the work out in that division. He’s just too nice of a guy.”

Tom stared at his friend uncomfortably.“This guy wouldn’t have thought that

way a few months ago,”Tom thought. “He was really friendly and supportive

when he first came, but he’s changed.” It seemed clear that a punitive leadership

philosophy was being modeled and learned throughout the entire company. In

that moment the whole organization looked different.Tom left the company a

short time later.
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Leaders have a special responsibility to pass on the 
appropriate “culture.” This knowledge is mainly transmitted

through modeling.

Thinking about modeling gives us valuable insights about how
we can fulfill the SuperLeader role. The primary objective is to pro-
vide an effective self-leadership example for others, for the purpose
of facilitating the development of their self-leadership capabilities.
The checklist summary below provides a guide of how we can use
modeling in our SuperLeadership role.

➧ Capture the attention of others. Establish yourself as a cred-
ible self-leadership model: if you want others to be effective
self-leaders, be a credible example of self-leadership yourself.
Display self-leadership behaviors in a vivid, detailed, and
understandable manner.

➧ Facilitate the retention of modeled self-leadership behaviors.
Encourage others to physically and mentally rehearse self-
leadership behavior.

➧ Facilitate practical applications of self-leadership. Provide
opportunities and encourage others to use self-leadership
behavior when appropriate.

➧ Provide motivation for putting self-leadership into practice.
Facilitate the availability of external, vicarious, and self-gen-
erated incentives.

DEVELOPING SELF-LEADERSHIP

THROUGH GOAL SETTING

Goal setting is a critical part of SuperLeadership. Research and expe-
rience show that setting specific goals generally leads to higher per-
formance than if no goals or ambiguous goals are used. Moderately
difficult goals generally lead to higher performance than easy or
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impossible goals. And, participation in goal setting is thought to
enhance follower willingness to attain the goal. David Packard, the
late cofounder of Hewlett-Packard, describes how his company used
interactive goal setting during its early days: “These objectives were
not things that [were] dictated, these were ideas that we generated
working together with people. . . . I believe it’s very important, that
if people have some part in making the decisions that they’re going
to be involved with they’re going to be much more effective in
implementing those decisions.”6

A major challenge for a SuperLeader is to develop the capability of
followers to realistically set their own goals, including goals for their
own self-leadership development. The transition from assigned goals
to self-set goals can be very difficult, but followers need to have some
latitude in making mistakes during this critical period. Sometimes
a SuperLeader may even deliberately withhold goals from followers
as a planned strategy to develop their self-leadership. Perhaps the
most critical factor of all is whether the SuperLeader sets a personal
goal to encourage and facilitate a follower’s own goal setting.

An important point to note is that goal setting is something to be
learned; that is, a skill that followers can develop over a period of
time. Goal setting is not necessarily an innate behavior that every
new employee brings to the job. Since goal setting is something to
be learned, the role of the SuperLeader is to serve as a model, coach,
and teacher.

“Did you ever hear of a man who had striven all his life . . .
toward an object, and in no measure obtained it? If a man

constantly aspires, is he not elevated?”
—Henry David Thoreau7

Teaching followers how to set goals can follow the general frame-
work that we have established earlier: first, followers are provided
with a model to emulate; second, they are allowed guided partici-
pation; and finally, they assume the targeted self-leadership skill,
which in this case is setting their own goal. 
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Note that we begin with modeling, which as we previously dis-
cussed is a key element in learning new skills. Because of their for-
mal position of authority, SuperLeaders have a special responsibility
to personally demonstrate their own goal-setting behavior in a way
that can be emulated by other employees. It’s unrealistic to expect
an employee to use goals when the leader is not using them. Fur-
thermore, goals need to be coordinated among the different levels
of the hierarchy. Follower goals, even those that are self-set, need to
be consistent with higher-level and organizational goals.

Goal setting by employees is a recurring theme in the general
employee-participation literature. It is a fundamental part of the
philosophy that employees can be more motivated and achieve
higher performance if they participate in decisions that subse-
quently affect their lives at work. But the major point here is that
a SuperLeader can play a key role in helping followers to learn to set
their own goals.

DEVELOPING SELF-LEADERSHIP

THROUGH REWARDS

Eric Raymond, accomplished hacker and provocative writer, has
reflected on how programmers can be motivated. He especially con-
siders the limitations of Transactor type leadership. “You cannot
motivate the best people with money. Money is just a way to keep
score.” He is especially convinced of the motivating potential that
comes from natural rewards: “People enjoy tasks, especially cre-
ative tasks, when the tasks are in the optimal-challenge zone: not
too hard, not too easy. . . . People do their best work when they are
passionately engaged in what they are doing.”8

For the most part, conventional viewpoints about using organiza-
tional rewards tend to focus on target behaviors that are very task
related; that is, we want to reward people for good performance.
One prominent example is incentive pay systems. Incentives are
only one example of an array of rewards that organizations use to
reward employees (see table on next page).

We are basically in sympathy with the idea that material rewards
should be used to reward job-related target behaviors. However,
rewards take on a more sophisticated perspective when seen
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Material Fringe Benefits Status Symbols Social/ Natural Rewards Self-
Interpersonal (e.g., from the task) Administered

Pay

Pay raise

Stock options

Profit sharing

Bonus plans

Incentive plans

Christmas bonus 

Medical plan

Company
automobile
insurance

Pension
contributions

Product discount 
plans

Vacation trips

Recreation
facilities

Work breaks

Club privileges

Expenses

Corner office

Office with 
window

Carpeting

Drapes

Paintings

Watches

Rings

Informal 
recognition

Praise

Smiles

Evaluative
feedback

Compliments

Nonverbal signals

Pat on the back

Ask for suggestions

Invitations to 
coffee/lunch

Newspaper article

Formal awards/ 
recognition

Wall plaque 

Sense of 
competence,
self-control, and 
purpose resulting 
from a pleasant 
work environment 
and interesting, 
challenging tasks

Job with more 
responsibility

Job rotation

Output feedback 

Self-recognition

Self-praise

Self-
congratulations

Self-administered
physical rewards 
(e.g., a break, a cup 
of coffee . . . )

Self-administered
cognitive rewards 
(e.g., imagining 
favorite vacation 
spot, imagining 
receiving recog- 
nition at an award 
ceremony . . . )

Organizational Rewards



through the eyes of the SuperLeader. If the purpose of the Super-
Leader is to lead others to self-leadership, then an essential ingre-
dient of SuperLeadership is to teach followers how to reward
themselves and to build natural rewards into their work. This phi-
losophy is much less obsessed with relying on external reward sys-
tems to influence followers.

The characteristics of SuperLeader reward systems are thus some-
what different from those of more traditional reward systems. The
SuperLeader attempts to emphasize self-administered and natural
rewards and, in a comparative sense, de-emphasize externally admin-
istered rewards. Thus the focus of the reward system shifts from the
left side of the chart to the right side, from material and fringe types
of rewards to a stronger emphasis on natural rewards that stem more
from the task itself, and from self-administration of rewards.

There is a different type of dependency relationship between lead-
ers and followers within a traditional hierarchy: even a high-per-
forming follower is relatively dependent upon the power, authority,
information, and ability of the leader. High performance is main-
tained through a leadership system that focuses on unambiguous
directions and goals from the leader, with rewards based on per-
formance clearly controlled by the leader. In Chapter 2 we referred
to this approach as Transactor leadership. Overall, research has
shown that this approach can produce high-performing followers.
Nevertheless, it is a system of hierarchical dependency that, con-
sistent with bureaucracies, tends to produce task-focused con-
formists and frequently minimizes creativity and innovation.
Followers become very good at following orders under a traditional
leader who emphasizes short-term task performance at the expense
of long-term effectiveness.

An essential ingredient of SuperLeadership is 
to teach followers how to reward themselves.

The SuperLeader, on the other hand, develops an entirely differ-
ent relationship with followers based on interdependence rather
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than dependence. Within an overall system of goals and rewards,
followers who have developed their self-leadership skills are much
more focused on self-set goals, self-design of tasks, and self-admin-
istered rewards. These self-directed individuals are quite different
from the high-performing conformists of the traditional leadership
situation. While self-leading employees can be distressing to more
traditional leaders because they may seem less controllable, Super-
Leaders will tend to appreciate them for their creativity, innova-
tion, and productivity as they strive to unleash and maximize their
self-leadership.

The way rewards are used can also play an important role in the
development of self-leadership capabilities in others. First, direct
reward of self-leadership is necessary and appropriate. Second,
rewards can also be used to establish and highlight models to send
a message about what behavior is desirable. Consider the following
example, which is based on an incident we actually observed at a
computer manufacturing facility:

I sensed that the weekly team meeting was nearing its end. Mary, the team

leader, had conducted the meeting, which mainly consisted of informal reports

from various members of the 23-person team.The commitment of the team

members to improvement was obvious.

But the most interesting aspect of the meeting was the evident pride of sev-

eral production workers as they stood and made their reports. Obviously not

experienced public speakers, they were somewhat uncomfortable with this new

role. Nevertheless they stood, “spoke their piece,” and were very pleased to

have conquered this small but important personal challenge. Each speaker was

reinforced by the nonverbal behavior of those sitting nearby.

Mary turned the meeting over to Fred, the assistant team leader. As Fred

stood, the broad smile on his face and his special manner hinted at a pleasant

surprise. Curiosity and attention in the room picked up. “As you know,” said

Fred, “our company has a quarterly ‘Outstanding Performer’ club. Last quarter
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there were 35 winners, and you may remember that the winners (with friends

and spouses) attended Mardi Gras in New Orleans.This quarter, the winners will

be taking a four-day, escorted group trip to the Calgary Stampede.

“I’m very pleased to announce today that our plant has its first member of

the Outstanding Performers Club.”The anticipation in the room was electric.“Of

course, this award is for all-around performance but in this case, special consid-

eration was given because the candidate, on her own, developed the special pre-

testing procedure for the XXX subassembly. This short pre-test reduced the

reject rate on this subassembly from 35 percent to less than two percent.” Fred

ceremoniously tore open the large envelope he was holding.“Mrs. Louise New-

man, would you please come up and accept your certificate and your tickets to

the Calgary Stampede!”

I was amazed at the intensity of the spontaneous applause as a small, grand-

motherly, gray-haired lady rose to accept the award. Afterward she was sur-

rounded by other team members, whose kisses and congratulations were

natural and sincere. It occurred to me that the Academy Awards must be like

this!

This incident exemplifies publicly rewarding self-leadership
behavior. In Louise’s case, the specific behavior was the develop-
ment of a pre-testing procedure. She had developed this procedure
using her own initiative—she acted as a self-leader.

There were several rewards in this incident; first, of course, the
paid vacation trip to the Calgary Stampede. In addition, the certifi-
cate is a symbolic reward. But perhaps the most important reward
of all was the public recognition that Louise received from the
organization and her peers. Another important point is that Fred
went out of his way to link the rewards to specific self-leadership
behaviors, in this case the self-initiated development of the pre-
testing procedure.
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Rewards can be used to send a message 
to others that self-leadership is appropriate.

The lesson from this story is straightforward. Followers learn
from and are motivated by rewards they observe given to others for
the performance of self-leadership behaviors. Indeed, leaders can
learn to use this principle by remembering the often-quoted “praise
in public” approach. Public praise can be a powerful motivating
force for others to initiate self-leadership actions.

DEVELOPING SELF-LEADERSHIP THROUGH

POSITIVE THOUGHT PATTERNS

Constructive thought patterns are an essential component of self-
leadership. Sometimes, especially at the early stages of employ-
ment, employees do not naturally think constructively about
themselves. They have doubts and fears and a general lack of con-
fidence in themselves. At this stage, the actions of the SuperLeader
are critical: his or her positive comments sometimes must serve as
a temporary surrogate for the follower’s own constructive thought
patterns.

The SuperLeader creates productive thought patterns by carefully
expressing confidence in the follower’s ability, which can act to
extend her present level of competence. Support and encourage-
ment are necessary. In many ways, this expression of confidence is
the essence of the guided-participation phase of teaching each fol-
lower to lead herself.

Here’s another case where a sensitive leader helps a follower to
use productive patterns of thought, this time to overcome his anx-
iety about speaking before a group—a fear shared, according to some
estimates, by perhaps as many as 85 percent of all people.



“Oh, Helen,” exclaimed Keith, “I’m never going to be able to do it.” Keith and

Helen were talking about Keith’s assignment to make his first presentation to the

Finance Committee. Since Keith worked for Helen, she was particularly con-

cerned that he do well—both for Keith’s sake and for the reputation of her

department. She knew that the development of Keith’s presentation skills was

an important ingredient in Keith’s career advancement.

“Public speaking used to bother me, too,” replied Helen. “I thought I would

die when I was assigned my first briefing.”

Keith was skeptical because he knew that Helen was a highly regarded pre-

senter.“I don’t believe it,” he said.“Everybody knows how good you are.”

“I’m not kidding,” said Helen.“I was shaking in my boots during my first pres-

entation, but I managed to stumble through. I knew I needed to get help, so I

asked for some help from a senior manager who I knew was good at presen-

tations. He gave me some instruction, and I learned a lot.”

“Like what?” asked Keith.

“Well, I learned some physical things, like using keyword notes and not mem-

orizing or reading. I learned how to use visual aids like PowerPoint slides. I made

eye contact with the audience. I found that using a pointer helped relieve my

anxiety about what to do with my hands. But the part that really helped me the

most was the way I changed my thinking about making a speech.”

“Changed your thinking!” exclaimed Keith.“What do you mean by that?”

“First, I tried to think of my presentation not as a performance that would be

evaluated but more as a communication. I even tried to think about it as ordi-

nary communication, even though I knew, of course, that it wasn’t exactly ordi-

nary. Once you think of a speech as communication, you can think of it in terms

of your normal everyday conversation rather than giving a big performance.

This nonperformance way of thinking helped me realize that the real objective

is to communicate.

“The next step followed rather logically.What I really tried to do was to speak
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the way I talk. I tried to think of my presentation as a casual conversation with

someone I respected.

“My instructor used an exercise that was very effective. He would tell me to

forget about giving a speech and to simply talk spontaneously. He and I would

talk back and forth in a conversational mode, but I would use the outline notes

that I had developed for my speech as a guide.What I found was that I was able

to use natural language and to maintain this conversational style as the keynote

of my presentation. And then I turned my outline notes into my PowerPoint

slides, so I didn’t have to hold any reminder notes during the presentation itself.

“Once I got onto this technique, I would practice this conversational style by

myself.You find that you never say what you want to say exactly as you prepared

it, and this preserves the naturalness of the presentation.”

“So now you have no anxiety?” asked Keith.

Helen laughed.“Well,” she said,“I still have some anxiety, but I’m able to keep

it under control and even use it in a positive way to keep up my enthusiasm and

motivation. But most of all I just keep thinking of my presentations as conver-

sations, and this keeps my confidence up.After all, you know I do like to talk!”

“Do you think you could help me?” asked Keith.

“Sure,” replied Helen. “First let’s work on your outline notes, so you’re sure

of your objective, your structure, and your content. But do not write the speech!

Then we can use the technique of my instructor, rehearsing the presentation as

a conversation between the two of us.After we’ve done it a couple of times, I’ll

help you develop your PowerPoint slides and then we’ll invite one or two sym-

pathetic friends to join us as we go over it again.You’ll see.You’ll end up being a

pro. It’s all in the way you think!”

Of course, this SuperLeadership behavior is well founded in the
results of research on the self-fulfilling prophecy: if a person believes
something can be done, that belief makes it more likely that it will
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be done. Perhaps Helen was playing Professor Higgins to Keith’s
“Eliza.” She was creating the positive conditions that were just right
for Keith to learn and achieve on his own. In particular, she served
as a credible model since she had faced the same difficulties and
had succeeded in overcoming them. Also, she provided encourage-
ment and guidance for Keith to accomplish the same result.

The SuperLeader creates productive thought patterns by 
carefully expressing confidence in the follower’s ability to

extend her present level of competence.

Most of all, through her expression of confidence in Keith she
was helping him to create productive patterns of thinking—new,
constructive thought habits. Through a step-by-step process, she
was helping Keith to reexamine his beliefs about and images of
what public speaking really is. In the end, Keith will likely find
himself speaking more effectively to himself (constructive self-talk)
as well as to his audience.

Once employees have established constructive patterns of think-
ing about themselves, these thinking patterns can be extended into
their daily work experience. Most notably, it is important that
“opportunity thinking” is established. Indeed, even the seemingly
most difficult problems contain the seeds of opportunity. When we
confidently meet a challenge by turning it into an opportunity, it
sets the stage for a whole new innovative breakthrough. Opportu-
nity thinking can be the key to creativity and innovation. 

In the end, SuperLeader effectiveness can best be measured by
the effectiveness of their followers. Facilitating, encouraging, and
supporting self-leadership in individual employees is what Super-
Leadership is all about. Primary building blocks for accomplishing
this include modeling, goals, rewards, and thought patterns. Lead-
ers that help followers to become capable self-leaders marshal the
strength of many, and thus are destined to become SuperLeaders.
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Herb Kelleher of
Southwest Airlines

Narda Quigley

Herb Kelleher, chairman,president, and CEO of Southwest Airlines,personifies
many qualities of SuperLeadership. Kelleher, through his unique blend of wit,
energy, and vision,has led Southwest from a humble preflight beginning in 1968
to an established, well-respected company with a unique culture and reputa-
tion. But the airline has enjoyed far more than personality and charm. South-
west has had astounding financial success over the last three decades, due in
large part to Kelleher’s leadership in creating an empowering corporate culture.

In 2000, Southwest was named in Fortune

magazine as the most admired airline.

Today, Southwest is America’s fourth largest major carrier (in terms of pas-
sengers carried) with over 300 jets, 50 million passengers a year, and service
to 56 cities across the nation. Profits have exploded by 838 percent in the last
decade and the number of passengers carried, airplanes, and employees have
all tripled.1 The company has reported annual profits for an astounding 27
consecutive years, even during the industry-wide downturn of the early
1990s.With its low-cost, high-customer-satisfaction strategy, Southwest has
become “the nation’s premier shorthaul, point-to-point, low-fare carrier.”2 In
addition, Southwest routinely captures customer service awards such as the
coveted Triple Crown award (best on-time record, baggage handling, and
fewest customer complaints). Southwest is clearly widely respected both in
business circles and among savvy, cost-conscious travelers.
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KELLEHER:A MODEL OF SUPERLEADERSHIP

Why has this upstart airline enjoyed such dramatic success? Much of the answer
lies in the leadership of Herb Kelleher,who has managed to cultivate an empow-
ering corporate culture that has become the hallmark of Southwest through
the years.His leadership is characterized by the “introduction of innovative pro-
grams, a devotion to employees, and a sharp focus on customer service, all of
which have helped create a universally admired corporate culture.”3 The key to
Kelleher’s leadership success seems to lie in the values he has consistently
demonstrated and instilled in the organization—values that are strongly based
on employee self-leadership.At Southwest, employees enjoy a refreshing envi-
ronment that promotes self-leadership in every corner of the company.

Southwest employees pooled their own money on Bosses Day 
for a $60,000 ad thanking Kelleher “ for being a friend, not

just a boss.”

In fact, Kelleher’s name has been synonymous with building a culture of
empowerment since the founding of the airline. In 1971 he co-founded South-
west as an intrastate carrier serving three Texas cities with three planes. He
fought a series of landmark legal battles during the company’s infancy,winning
the right to fly within the state of Texas during a time when the airline indus-
try was extensively regulated.These battles gave life to an underdog spirit—
the symbol of Southwest’s unique brand of self-leadership—that continues to
characterize the airline and serves as a foundation upon which the corporate
culture is built.4 As Kelleher stated,“We are the underdog. . . .You always have
to be lean, you have to be fit; you always have to remember that there are a
lot of great white sharks cruising around looking for dinner, and Southwest
would be a very appetizing dinner for many of them.”5 In recent years, a time
of great profitability and growth for the airline, Kelleher has made a point of
keeping his company’s feet on the ground.“The biggest challenge,” Kelleher
noted,“is that Southwest never forgets the fundamentals of what makes [us]
successful.That we don’t become spoiled or cocky or complacent or arrogant
or forgetful—that is a prime concern.”6
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One of the most notable values that Kelleher has fostered and modeled is
the emphasis he has placed on every employee as a valuable resource and
human being. He has demonstrated his high regard for employees as valuable
self-leading peers. Not only has he gone out of his way to learn their names,
he has rolled up his sleeves and chipped in to get the work done.He is widely
recognized throughout the company for symbolic acts such as lugging baggage
and personally greeting customers.And Southwest employees have recipro-
cated their appreciation. In one of the more dramatic examples, employees
pooled their own money and paid $60,000 for an ad in USA Today to thank
Kelleher on Bosses Day “for being a friend, not just a boss.”

VALUES THAT FOSTER 
SELF-LEADERSHIP AT SOUTHWEST

From Kelleher’s viewpoint, the “fundamentals” of success entail building a
special corporate culture.Three major values characterize the spirit of South-
west’s culture that helps instill and guide a sense of self-leadership in all its
employees:“luv” (or altruism), fun, and humor. Kelleher believes these three
values are what make Southwest unique—and profitable.As he told Fortune
magazine in 1999,“You can get an airplane.You can get ticket counter space;
you can get baggage conveyors. . . . [But] it’s the intangibles that are the hard-
est thing for a competitor to imitate.”

Kelleher uses the airline’s culture as a way to empower Southwest’s
employees. He uses it to pull the airline’s employees into the company’s mis-
sion, instilling within them the three values that only become stronger as they
take root and grow within the individuals. By imparting a sense of individual
importance in each of Southwest’s employees through this spread of its cor-
porate culture, Kelleher is able to empower each individual.

“It’s our esprit de corps—the culture, the spirit
—that is truly our most competitive asset.”

The value of “luv” unifies the employees, who are the heart and soul of
Southwest. Southwest is truly a company built from the bottom up; much of
the corporate culture revolves around the idea that the employees are there
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for each other and for the creation of something bigger than any individual:
a great airline.As Kelleher explained, his organization is “interested in people
who externalize, who focus on other people, who are really motivated to
help other people.We are not interested in navel-gazers, regardless of how
lint-free their navels are.”7

In addition to taking such a boldly benevolent stand,Kelleher himself effec-
tively models altruism in the workplace. He sees himself as Southwest’s “fire-
man,” the person who does “what no one else wanted to do.”8 Kelleher’s
own devotion—his luv—for his employees is well known.Part of his luv man-
ifests itself through leadership; the culture is not just about Kelleher’s per-
sonality and charm. Employees feel empowered and have the opportunity to
advance within the airline.As Rita Bailey, director of the company’s training
arm, explained,“The key to this company is its people. Our focus is on pick-
ing the right people, instilling a sense of belonging and the values and culture
of the company.Because Southwest promotes so much from within, our pro-
grams focus on developing skills for the next level.”9

Although the airline is 87 percent unionized, it has never had a strike or a
layoff. The reason for this extraordinary statistic can be traced directly to
Kelleher’s SuperLeadership,which is an outgrowth of his genuine concern for
his employees. Julius Maldutis, who follows the airline industry for CIBC
Oppenheimer, noted,“Herb has built an extraordinary airline that is now self-
sustaining, and which is really managed by all the employees.”10

Kelleher’s empowering style seems to manifest itself in the importance he
places on luv.The message has certainly hit home with his employees, as South-
west’s luv transcends the boundaries of the company.The airline has had an
extensive relationship of giving to Ronald McDonald Houses within their city
network. Employees do not simply donate money, however; they donate their
time.About 25 percent of Southwest’s people volunteer some of their time and
talent cooking, playing, or in some other way helping in the Ronald McDonald
Houses. Clearly, the value that Kelleher has placed on altruism has taken deep
root within his employees.The fact that Kelleher’s employees go above and
beyond what is expected of them is a testament to Kelleher’s SuperLeadership.

Two more values are fundamental to understanding the nature of South-
west’s culture.Kelleher has worked hard to insure that each employee under-
stands that (1) work should be fun—it can be play—it should be enjoyed, and
that (2) work is important and shouldn’t be spoiled with too much serious-
ness.While many companies may talk the same talk,Kelleher has truly walked
the walk—and the airline has followed in his footsteps.
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Kelleher often models behaviors that support these two values.As J.C.Quick
wrote,“Americans create a false dichotomy which says, in effect, ‘If it’s fun, it
can’t be work. Or, if it’s not fun, then it must be work.’”11 Kelleher’s first value
boldly stands out against this dichotomy—he enthusiastically blurs the line
between work and play, emphasizing natural rewards. Kelleher himself is a liv-
ing example of on-the-job enjoyment; his daily energy and enthusiasm for his
work are a direct result of his inherent enjoyment of his job.Kelleher is known
for fun surprises, such as the time he greeted holiday passengers in an Easter
Bunny costume.As he has stated,“If you enjoy what you are doing, then there’s
no limit to the amount of time you can spend doing it. . . . My enthusiasm is as
strong today as it was in 1966 when I started working on Southwest. So it’s not
a burden, it’s not a task, it’s not something I’m looking for relief from.”12

At Southwest, Kelleher’s values blur 
the line between work and play.

Kelleher’s infectious enthusiasm is impossible to avoid at Southwest. Part
of the reason for that is Southwest’s careful selection criterion. Kelleher
understands the importance of having people who share his energetic enthu-
siasm in the workplace.As a result, his recruitment practices actively include
things such as searching for people with the right “attitudes.” In his own
words, “We can train people to do things where skills are concerned. But
there is one capability we do not have and that is to change a person’s atti-
tude. So, we prefer an unskilled person with a good attitude rather than a
highly skilled person with a bad attitude.We take people who come out of
highly structured, hierarchical, dictatorial corporate environments if they have
the attitude potential. . . .When we have them here for a while, they learn how
to relax . . . and let their real selves come out.”13

The value Kelleher places on enthusiasm appears to help Southwest’s
employees to be better able to lead themselves.Their enthusiasm has them
looking at how they can go above and beyond the call of duty.At Southwest,
people have a higher potential for working with their hearts and excelling with
the motivation and spirit derived from the cultural values.

Kelleher also conducts himself in accordance with Southwest’s third value,
which says that work should not be spoiled with seriousness. In addition to
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his characteristic energy and enthusiasm, the successful CEO goes about his
daily tasks with an outrageous sense of humor, which in turn trickles down
through the culture of the airline. For example, in the early 1990s Southwest
began painting jets with an unusual black-and-white pattern that closely
resembled whale coloration.Then-CEO Bob Crandall of American Airlines,
who has enjoyed a jocular relationship with Kelleher over the years, asked
Kelleher what he was going to do with all the whale droppings from South-
west’s freshly painted “Shamu One.” Kelleher, without missing a beat,
responded to the Rhode Island native, “I’m going to turn it into chocolate
mousse and feed it to the Yankees from Rhode Island.” Sure enough, the next
day, Kelleher followed up by delivering a tub of chocolate mousse to Cran-
dall’s office with a king-sized Shamu spoon.14

Southwest’s employees have taken Kelleher’s humorous nature and made
it their own. Southwest is known for the antics of its unconventional, humor-
ous employees,who work to give each passenger a unique, fun experience on
the way to their destinations. Examples of constructive humor in the work-
place abound at the airline.When the new corporate headquarters at Love
Field in Dallas was completed, the entire staff moved into the new facility—
all, that is, except the dispatchers.The dispatchers’ mock outrage began an
amusing parody of a war. Employees petitioned not to have the dispatchers
come over at all for the open house at the new headquarters.The dispatch-
ers, in turn, arrived early and set up valet parking exclusively for themselves.
To retaliate, the employees in the new headquarters building got together
and “decorated” the dispatchers’ offices with decaying flowers with wilted
heads.The dispatchers then sent a letter outlining their bitter resolve to carry
on the struggle forever.15 As Quick explained,“Employees place [the shenani-
gans] in perspective, realizing that antics are the lubricant that greases the
engine of the business.”16 Clearly, Kelleher has set the standard for humor
and models it effectively in the Southwest workplace. His employees feel
empowered enough to relax and have fun with each other.

Kelleher understands, however, the distinction between positive, tension-
releasing or team-building humor and negative, offensive or destructive
humor. Humor always must be buttressed by the value of tolerance: in Kelle-
her’s words, “Tolerance for human beings, their peculiarities and eccentrici-
ties and their differences, is very important.”17 This emphasis on tolerance
helps ensure that the type of humor at Southwest does not exclude people
or create joy at the expense of others.



BEYOND THE LEADER:THE CHALLENGE 
OF SUSTAINING SELF-LEADERSHIP

Kelleher trusts that his modeling of the behaviors of fun, humor, and altruism
will trickle down through the corporate culture to his employees.A key for
the airline, up until now, has been to select the people who have the poten-
tial to let loose and have a good time at work.The success of the last decade,
however, and Kelleher’s increasing age, bring two new challenges to the fore-
front.The near-tripling of the airline’s workforce in the last ten years is grad-
ually making it harder “to sustain the close-knit culture credited with much
of the company’s success.”18 Kelleher himself acknowledges this; unlike com-
petitors obsessing over their rivals’ every move, Southwest’s greatest chal-
lenge comes from within, he has said. “Workplace consultants have long
worried that one of the carrier’s most important competitive advantages, its
team-oriented and fun-loving culture, would slowly disintegrate as the airline
quadrupled in size and spread far beyond Dallas.”19 In addition, Kelleher was
diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1999, raising the question of what direc-
tion Southwest will take when he is no longer actively in the picture.

The true test of SuperLeadership is what 
happens when the leader is no longer around.

The true test of a SuperLeader’s effectiveness in leading people to lead them-
selves is what happens when the leader is out of the picture.Will Southwest’s
prized culture live on in the spirit of its employees after Kelleher’s personality
and wit are no longer at the helm? There has been a good deal of speculation
on this topic.As management consultant Ed Lawler, director of the Center for
Effective Organizations,has said,“One of the issues that comes up is how much
of [Southwest’s] culture is independent of their leader. . . .That still remains
something to be proven.”20With or without Kelleher at the helm, though, some
observers expect Southwest “to profitably carry on with its miserly ways.‘From
the very beginning, they’ve always done their own thing,’ said Ed Perkins, con-
sumer advocate with the American Society of Travel Agents.”21 While there is
a fair amount of evidence that Kelleher is indeed a SuperLeader, the true nature
of his leadership ability should become crystal clear when he retires.
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Leading Teams to9 Self-Leadership

BILL! CONTACT CHADSMITH LTD. about the chip order that they

have not filled yet and let them know that they either need to get on

this or we will drop them as a supplier.Then check back with me for further

instructions. Frankly, I think your team has been too lax with them and I want

to get things moving,” Ann Faber, the newly hired team leader curtly directed

Bill, one of the Blue Team members. “And we need it now, so I want you to

drop everything and get on this!” Uncharacteristically, Bill didn’t say a word,

even though he knew the order had been shipped by FedEx that morning. He

simply quietly walked away with an irritated look on his face.

“Take it easy,” a quiet voice suggested to Ann after Bill had left.Ann turned

to see Blake Reed, another team leader, standing near her with a friendly

smile on his face.“You’re pressing too hard,Ann.The Blue Team is very good

and they can handle this themselves. I think you’re over-managing a bit.”

“Pardon me?” Ann looked genuinely surprised.“I’m just trying to clear up

a problem before it gets out of control.The order is already a week late and

I thought it was my job to make sure things don’t happen like this in my work

teams.”

“Haven’t you gotten the word yet? We don’t lead our teams that way around

here. I’ve noticed you supervising your teams very closely since you came on

board last week, and sometimes you’re pretty harsh.We are committed to

getting our team members to learn how to manage themselves in this organ-

“



ization.A key part of our job is to help create a system in which all team mem-

bers see themselves as an important resource and a self-manager. Bill and the

other team members know the order is late and they are working on it. In fact

you could learn a lot from them if you ask them what’s going on.”

Ann still looked confused. She had just taken her new position with Arling-

ton Technology after serving as a team leader with Astin Semiconductor for

the last three years. Astin also relied on work teams but Ann had always

supervised members fairly closely in order to get the work out. She recalled

a colleague at Astin grinning when he heard she had accepted a position with

Arlington. He had said,“You may be in for a shock—they operate their team

system very differently over there.” Ann had wondered what he meant, but

wasn’t too concerned because she knew that Arlington was the best in the

industry and she felt her ability to lead would be well rewarded in such a

strong company. Now it suddenly occurred to her that maybe she had a lot

to learn about leadership, at least in the team system at Arlington Technology.

What is the real job of a leader, especially a team leader? Is it more
important to get the work out now, or to contribute to the devel-
opment of team members so that they can lead themselves? What
is your own approach when you are in the position of leading a
team? Effective self-leadership systems require more than resources
and psychological support provided by the organization and its cul-
ture. Systems are needed that will facilitate rather than retard self-
leadership. Self-managing teams are perhaps the most important of
various systems available for supporting the practice of SuperLead-
ership. In fact, when U.S. companies speak of “empowerment” it’s
usually implemented through some form of self-managing teams.

SELF-MANAGING TEAMS:
SOME BACKGROUND

Self-managing teams had a slow start in the United States. Eventu-
ally, media interest helped—now teams are recognized as an impor-
tant organization design feature and used in most major industries.
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Early dramatic, widely publicized successes with the team approach
such as the GM-Toyota joint venture in Fremont, California, were
instructive to the U.S. automotive industry and to organizations in
general. In fact, one of the more public issues of the GM-UAW nego-
tiations in the late 1980s was GM’s desire to move the total corpo-
ration to the team concept.

The idea and interest in teams has been around for a long time.
Years ago, top-management teams were already important to Tom
Watson, Jr., former CEO of IBM. “My most important contribution
to IBM was my ability to pick strong and intelligent men and then
hold the team together. . . . I knew I couldn’t match all of them
intellectually, but I thought that if I used fully every capability that
I had, I could stay even with them.”1

There are a wide variety of types of teams, including manufac-
turing teams, service teams, product teams, cross-functional teams,
top-executive teams, ad hoc teams, and even virtual teams. In
today’s fast moving, information-rich environment, teams require
a good deal of self-leadership to function correctly.

One of the prominent indicators of a self-leadership 
culture is the presence of quite a few teams.

Like many Americans, David Packard, cofounder of Hewlett-
Packard, learned respect for teams through his athletic experiences.
“I liked basketball and track,” he recalls. “You learn a lot of things
in athletics and they’re very important in your later career. . . . You
. . . develop a sense of the importance of teamwork . . . whatever you
do.”2

But this sense of teamwork, now ingrained in most Americans as
they grow up, has been extensively adapted to the workplace. Con-
sider the case of Consolidated Diesel, an engine manufacturing
plant located in Whitakers, N.C.3
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According to the folks at Consolidated, “Teamwork is the Engine” that assures

success at their 20-year-old engine manufacturing plant. Since the beginning, the

plant has relied on what they call a “team-based system” where people have a

large say in how they go about their work.

The company has created a special culture that involves listening to its

employees and involving them in solving problems in the plant.

According to Jim Lyons, general manager,“ . . . the fact that it’s the team’s plan,

and not a plan dictated by management, means everything. . . .The teams will

make it work.”

Richard Strawbridge, an 11-year veteran employee, elaborates: “The teams

solve a lot of our problems,” says Strawbridge.“When I came here I realized that

in other places where I had worked, decisions had been made for me. Here I’m

required to be involved in the decision-making process.”

“When good people are given good information,” says Lyons, “they typically

make good decisions.”

Perhaps the most important point about the Consolidated plant is the sus-

tainability of the team system. For over 20 years, the team system has con-

tributed to the achievement of an extraordinary level of performance.

SELF-MANAGING TEAMS IN ACTION

One of the most interesting aspects of our research program over the
past 20 years has been our direct observations of self-managing
teams. In an early experience, we were involved with a particular
manufacturing plant that was among the earliest sites in the U.S. to
adopt self-managing teams. Most of the early applications of self-
managed teams were in manufacturing plants. 

Hundreds of manufacturing plants have now used some deriva-
tive of an empowered team approach. More recently, a wide variety
of nonmanufacturing organizations have relied on some variation of
this approach, ranging from insurance firms to financial investment
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firms to high-tech virtual organizations. These work groups, often
called “self-managed” or “self-directed” teams, are mainly charac-
terized by an attempt to create a high degree of decision-making
autonomy and behavioral control at the work-group level. Conse-
quently, a much greater emphasis is placed on control from within
rather than from outside the group. There has been some debate
about whether these teams are established to improve productivity
or simply the quality of the employee’s work life, but it seems clear
that management decision makers have implicit (if not explicit)
goals of improved productivity, better-quality products, reduced
conflict, or all three.

Researchers have often been restricted from studying organiza-
tions that use the team approach, and sometimes when they have
been given access it is with the proviso that there be no publicity
or writing about it. As a result, the research published about self-
managing teams tends to lag actual practice in organizations. We
have been fortunate to have open access to a variety of organiza-
tions using self-managing teamwork systems. One such organiza-
tion was a manufacturing plant with a team system that had been
in place for several years. Since most early work with self-manag-
ing teams originated in manufacturing sites, we will describe this
plant in some detail as a foundational example of self-managed
teams in practice. 

Self-Managing Teams in a Manufacturing Operation
The plant we studied was a nonunionized small-parts plant owned
by General Motors, located in the southern part of the United
States. It employed approximately 320 workers. The plant was
established in the early 1970s and was organized from the very
beginning according to a self-managing team concept. The technol-
ogy used in the plant can be described as small-parts production or
assembly, and it is generally based on a type of assembly-line sys-
tem. Each work group was assigned a system of closely related
tasks, many of which were small assembly-line operations. Teams
were generally distinct from each other, both physically and by in-
process inventory buffers.

The organizational structure had three distinct hierarchical lev-
els. Upper plant management (called the support team) handled
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many traditional plant-management responsibilities (for example,
planning overall plant production schedules, dealing with client
firms, and so on). The support team was also formally responsible
for the supervision of coordinators. The support team generally
played a supportive rather than directive role in the plant’s opera-
tion and its attempts to operate as a team. The work-team coordi-
nators—external leaders who had overall responsibility for one or
more teams—occupied the next hierarchical level. The final level
was the self-managing work teams themselves. The size of the
teams ranged from approximately three to nineteen members,
although most included eight to twelve. Within each team, an
elected team leader also had leadership responsibilities and received
higher pay than other group members. For the most part, this indi-
vidual did the same physical work as the other employees.

The general philosophy was 
self-control or self-management.

The work system placed more responsibility on employees than
in typical manufacturing environments. The general philosophy
was self-control or self-management. Work teams were assigned a
wide range of tasks and responsibilities, including preparation of
an annual budget, keeping records of the hours they worked, record-
ing quality-control statistics (subject to audit), making intragroup
job assignments, and participating in assessment of the job per-
formance of other team members. Teams engaged in various prob-
lem-solving activities that included scheduling, equipment, and
process problems, as well as group-member behaviors like absen-
teeism. Weekly scheduled and ad hoc meetings served as problem-
solving forums in which such issues were addressed.

Scheduled weekly meetings were typically held away from the
production area. Teams were trained in conducting meetings and in
group problem solving. Problems were frequently raised for open
discussion during these meetings. Usually the elected team leader
would organize and conduct the meeting, but other team members
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were provided with the opportunity to speak freely. The external
coordinator or members of the support team were often invited to
work with the self-managing team in dealing with specific issues
and problems, but did not attend on a routine basis. A coordinator
might attend a team meeting, for example, to help members work
out a particularly difficult quality-control problem. Our observa-
tions of a number of these meetings revealed a relatively sophisti-
cated level of discussion and problem solving (that is, in terms of
the technical nature of the discussions and their persistent empha-
sis on reaching a solution), which focused on improving work per-
formance as well as on the various concerns of individual team
members.

The pay system at the plant was based on the expertise level of
employees. The level of pay for an individual employee was based
on the number of tasks he or she could competently perform. When
employees felt they had mastered a given job, they were tested on
that job. In order to reach the highest pay level, an employee had to
learn all of the jobs of two work groups. This pay system was sim-
ilar to those used in other early team applications, including a pet-
foods plant studied by Richard E. Walton and a paint-production
plant studied by Ernesto J. Poza and M. Lynne Markus.4

Another distinguishing characteristic of this work system was
its noticeable lack of status symbols. The plant manager’s office,
for example, could be and frequently was used for team meetings
without advance permission. There was no assigned parking and a
single cafeteria was used by all employees.

Self-Managing Communication
Many of the self-management activities took place during team
meetings, which normally served as problem-solving forums. Each
team had at least one regularly scheduled half-hour team meeting
each week. In addition, special meetings were called to deal with
specific problems. All meetings were held on company time, and
employees were paid their regular wages while attending.

These team meetings proved to be a rich source of information
about the culture of the plant. We attended many of both the rou-
tine and special meetings over several weeks. To preserve normal
conditions, we did not record conversations but instead took care-
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ful notes. In our previous research we had become skilled at sys-
tematically categorizing verbal behavior in organizational situa-
tions. It was only natural, therefore, that we should give special
attention to the nature of the conversations within these self-man-
aged work teams

We noted a rich array of types of communication exchanged
between team members during our visits including frequent use of:

➧ Praise and compliments.

➧ Corrective feedback, or criticisms.

➧ Task assignments.

➧ Work scheduling.

➧ Production goal setting and performance feedback.

➧ Routine announcements.

➧ Problem solving.

➧ Discussion of communication problems.

➧ Performance evaluations.

➧ Other general team issues.

For example, compliments, thanks and praise were exchanged
face-to-face in response to a useful or helpful action—“Bobby,
thanks for all your help with the inspection of the machine last
night.” Or perhaps during a meeting a member might announce,
“We owe a special thanks to Emily for making sure that the mate-
rials were ready last Monday. We would have had to shut down if
she hadn’t looked ahead and gotten what we needed.”

We also observed corrective feedback, or criticisms. An especially
dramatic incident at a regular team meeting was initiated by the
team leader: “Jerry, we want to talk to you now about your absen-
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teeism.” He then went on to recount Jerry’s record of absenteeism
and the dates he had been absent. After allowing Jerry to respond,
the team leader went on to talk about the negative effect of absen-
teeism on the other team members and on team performance. He
stated unambiguously that Jerry’s absences were “unacceptable. We
won’t allow it to continue.” He said that if he were absent one more
time, Jerry would face a formal disciplinary charge that would be
entered into the record. The team leader concluded by asking Jerry
about his intentions. Jerry replied, “I guess I’ve been absent about
as much as I can get away with. I guess I better come to work.”

Praise was particularly important 
in building esprit de corps.

Much of the communication centered on special problems. For
instance, we observed an interesting incident revolving around the
solution of a quality problem. A meeting had been called by a coor-
dinator to discuss a certain quality deficiency. Four members from
two different teams were present with the coordinator and a quality-
control technician. The coordinator presented the problem, citing sta-
tistics that showed a gradual rise in the reject rate over several weeks.
He asked, “What’s the problem? What can we do to correct it?”

From our viewpoint, the meeting started slowly. No one had an
immediate solution. But the coordinator was patient and he listened
carefully, encouraging the workers when they spoke. After five min-
utes, the meeting seemed to become more productive. Over the next
half-hour, several causes of the problem were suggested and several
“fixes” were proposed. Near the end, the group listed the proposed
solutions according to ease of implementation and agreed to begin
applying them in an attempt to eliminate the problem. Afterward,
we asked the coordinator whether he had actually learned anything
new or was just going through the motions for the sake of partici-
pation. “Sure,” he replied. “I wasn’t aware of many of the ideas they
brought out. But most of all, they’ve now taken it on as their prob-
lem, and they will do whatever has to be done to solve it.”
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The teams devoted much of their 
efforts to solving quality problems.

Team communication provided a rich indication of both attitudes
and behavior in the plant. While some of it reflected self-concern
and was sometimes trivial, in general the organizational commit-
ment and motivation of these employees were among the highest
we had observed.

If any executive is asked what his major problem is, the chances
are good that the reply would be something like this: “Communi-
cation. Our communication is not what it should be. We just never
seem to have the right information at the right place at the right
time.” Inadequate communication often means inadequate infor-
mation sharing. Too often the problem has been the result of a pol-
icy of secrecy: tell employees only what they need to know to do
their jobs. Consequently, employees often don’t really have all the
information needed to perform the job.

At the plant a strong sharing philosophy prevailed. Management’s
viewpoint seemed to be to share virtually all information that was
not considered personal. As a result we found a climate of openness
that was virtually unprecedented in our previous experience. And
this information sharing provided a basis for employees to engage
in proactive problem solving that enabled them to discover and cor-
rect problems at a relatively early stage. 

Management’s role was not to directly provide motivation and
discipline to individual employees. Instead, management created a
climate in which motivation and discipline came mainly from
within the individual employees and their team members. In our
opinion this is a most effective form of motivation, and gets trans-
lated into bottom-line productivity.

We do not wish to leave the impression that the plant was a
model of tranquility and harmony. On the contrary, in this plant as
well as in several other self-managed team settings we have stud-
ied, interactions between members of the self-managing teams
were sometimes tough and intense. We observed emotional con-
flict, but the prevailing mode seemed to be to deal with the conflict



openly and directly. Overall, the level of motivation and commit-
ment was high.

LEADING SELF-MANAGING TEAMS

Much of the leadership in the team system was conducted by the
coordinators, the external leaders of the self-managing teams. We
think of coordinators as a type of SuperLeader—they lead teams to
lead themselves.

We observed coordinators encouraging teams to engage in self-
leadership behaviors such as self-observation, self-evaluation, and
self-problem-solving. For example, we observed a coordinator
encourage a young production worker who had discovered a quality
problem to solve the quality defect on his own, and save the plant
a great deal of cost in the process.

We also observed coordinators conducting role-playing exercises
with elected team leaders—a form of rehearsal—and encouraging
groups to evaluate themselves and to give both positive and nega-
tive feedback within the team. In the instance mentioned earlier,
where a team conducted a formal reprimand of a team member dur-
ing a team meeting for excessive absenteeism, the coordinator had
encouraged this confrontation and worked with team members in
rehearsing approaches for the meeting. Our subsequent direct obser-
vation revealed a very effective meeting.

Consistent with the SuperLeadership perspective, we observed a
notable absence of direct commands or instructions from the coor-
dinators to the teams. However, questions (an important tool of
guided participation) were used with great frequency. “What is a
reasonable scrap rate to shoot for?” (facilitating self-goal-setting);
“What will you say to Bill about his absenteeism?” (encouraging
rehearsal); “Do you think you can do it?” (eliciting high self-expec-
tation). In one instance an employee informed his coordinator that
a piece of equipment had been damaged and asked the coordinator
what he should do. The coordinator responded by asking, “What do
you think should be done?” After a moment of reflection, the em-
ployee indicated what he thought would be appropriate and, with
the coordinator’s encouragement and reinforcement, proceeded
with the repair according to his own plan.
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Many other coordinator behaviors had self-leadership implica-
tions. A special team meeting might be suggested by a coordinator
to solve a difficult quality or process problem, and the meeting
would be carried out by the team itself. Coordinators also used a
variety of practical behaviors more typical of leaders in general,
such as communicating between work groups and management and
using positive verbal reward. Overall, we observed a general pat-
tern of behavior that was quite different from our previous experi-
ences in more traditional production plants.

The underlying theme of leadership practice was for the 
coordinators to influence team members to do it themselves.

A list of relevant leadership behaviors derived from our research
at the plant is provided in the following table. This list can serve as
a beginning guide for identifying appropriate leader behavior for
facilitating team performance.

Some of the leadership behaviors found in this research are sim-
ilar to those in the existing leadership literature: communicating
between a work group and management, and between work groups,
helping to assure that work groups have the equipment and 
supplies they need, training inexperienced employees, and so on.
However, a fundamental difference does exist in how leadership
functions are carried out, especially in terms of the shift in the
source of control from the leader to the follower. The uniqueness of
the self-managed team leader’s role lies in the commitment to the
philosophy that the team should successfully complete necessary
leadership functions for itself. The dominant role of the external
leader, then, is SuperLeadership—to lead others to lead themselves.
This is quite different from the traditional role of the leader as the
one holding all the power and initiative to influence others.

In terms of performance, our conversations with corporate offi-
cials indicated productivity gains significantly greater than 20 per-
cent when compared to other plants of the same technology using
more traditional management methods. Our discussions with 
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Leader Behavior Description
Trains experienced employees Leader trains group members on 

various group jobs.

Encourages group problem Leader encourages group to solve its
solving own problems.

Encourages within-group job Leader encourages the group to assign
assignments tasks to its members on its own.

Encourages flexible task Leader encourages group to be flexible
boundaries in its work (i.e., to do whatever needs 

to be done that the work group is 
capable of).

Positive verbal reward Leader verbally rewards (i.e., praises) 
group for desirable performance.

Constructive corrective Leader constructively provides 
feedback feedback to the team on where and

how it might improve.

Goal setting Leader facilitates performance goals
for the work group.

Expectation of group Leader expects high group 
performance performance.

Communicates production Leader communicates to the group
schedule about plant production schedule

(including any changes).

Works alongside employees Leader physically works with group
members to help them do their work.

Truthfulness Leader communicates in a way that 
is truthful and believable to group 
members.

Encourages self-reward Leader encourages work group to be 
self-reinforcing of high group 
performance.

Encourages self-criticism Leader encourages work group to be 
constructively self-critical of low 
group performance.

Encourages self-observation/ Leader encourages work group to 
evaluation monitor, be aware of, and evaluate 

level of performance.

Encourages rehearsal Leader encourages work group to go 
over an activity and “think it through”
before actually performing the activity.

Communicates to/ Leader communicates group views to
from management upper management (i.e., supports

group) and management views to the 
group.

(continued)



management also revealed similar positive comparisons regarding
quality, turnover, and worker satisfaction. For example, in response
to a question about turnover, a manager in the plant counted on
the fingers of one hand the employees who had chosen to leave.

Officials indicated productivity gains 
“significantly greater than 20 percent.”

After our research in this remarkable plant we went on to study
teams in many industries, including paper production, insurance,
energy production, financial services, communications, warehous-
ing, aircraft engine design and testing, automobile, and computer
components, among many others. These organizations ranged from
small firms to Fortune 500 companies.

Given the important role played by manufacturing firms in pio-
neering the use of self-managing teams, the small-parts plant we
reviewed above provides a good foundational view. This case pro-
vides a rich source of learning for a setting in which people work in
the same physical location and must work together to accomplish
their tasks. On the other hand, the knowledge-based high-tech
world of the 21st century poses special challenges for teams. Per-
haps the most striking evolution that now confronts many organi-
zations is the emergence of virtual working relationships and, more
specific to this discussion, virtual teams. 
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Leader Behavior Description
Facilitates equipment/ Leader facilitates obtaining equipment
supplies and supplies for the work group.

Communicates between Leader communicates group views 
groups to and from other groups.

Encourages within-group Leader encourages open communica-
communication tion among group members, includ-

ing the exchange of information for 
learning new jobs.



As an example, one large multinational corporation, referred to by
the pseudonym Xeon, discovered a number of challenges in work-
ing with a structure based on virtual teams.5 A $50 billion company
operating in over 70 countries, Xeon introduced virtual teams to
encourage collaboration within and between its business units, as
well as contractors and partners in joint ventures. Virtual team-
work was established with the aid of powerful computers equipped
for videoconferencing, plus scanning and multimedia e-mail and
groupware.

“Broadband communication will enhance the richness 
of distant collaboration . . . [especially] the possibilities of 

virtual teaming.”
—Philip Evans & Thomas S. Wurster6

The advanced technology made available within the organization
facilitated communication, collaboration, and knowledge-sharing
among employees located around the world. It also changed the
nature of work within the organization in a variety of ways. For
example, documents were shared on-line including contracts, plans,
presentations, and engineering drawings. Further, temporary task-
based teams involving specialists across diverse settings were able to
combine expertise and solve problems in remote locations. Also,
senior management input and authority were found to be more
potent in remote sites when relying on the variety of new technolo-
gies, especially videoconferencing, than when relying on more tra-
ditional communications channels such as telephones and the mail. 

In total, the advanced technology and virtual teaming at Xeon
introduced a number of pervasive changes in the way tasks were
performed and the way employees experienced their work.
Throughout the process, many challenges such as hierarchical
norms and cultural differences across geographical settings posed
difficulties for optimal interaction and collaboration. Perhaps the
biggest challenge for optimal performance with the virtual team
system centered on the issue of trust. Members of temporary virtual
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teams brought together to solve significant problems had to depend
on collective knowledge and diverse skills of other members with
whom they had little or no history. 

This was a difficult hurdle for many employees to cross. As a
result, virtual team members went out of their way to make face-
to-face contact with others in order to build mutual confidence and
a more developed relationship. When this was not feasible, many
employees found it very difficult to open up and share concerns or
feelings they had related to the work, and were often reluctant to
share information and knowledge, especially when it was of a more
personal nature. Ultimately it became clear that the technology
that made communication and knowledge-sharing possible was not
adequate to meet more human needs for feeling confidence and
trust in others.

In the knowledge-based economy, workers will be valued 
for their ability to create, judge, imagine, and build 

relationships.7

A primary lesson from the experience of Xeon is that virtual
teams based on the impressive technology of the information age
provide tremendous opportunities but cannot eliminate the need, at
least yet, for more basic human interaction—especially face-to-face
communication in the same location. And an even more funda-
mental lesson is that the new types of teams found in the 21st
century will encounter many significant challenges of an unprece-
dented nature. Indeed, effective team SuperLeadership—leading
teams to lead themselves—in the information age will require the
insights and knowledge of many in order to meet these new 
challenges.
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Joe Paterno and Phil Jackson—
SuperLeadership in Sports

One of the more interesting arenas for studying leadership is found in sports
teams. In this profile we focus on two of the most fascinating and effective
team coaches in history—Joe Paterno and Phil Jackson. Not only have these
two leaders enjoyed remarkable success but they have demonstrated a com-
plex blend of different types of leadership that distinguish them from the typ-
ical athletic coach.

JOE PATERNO

By any standard, Joseph Vincent Paterno has reached the pinnacle of success
in American college football.As head coach at Penn State, Paterno is one of
football’s all-time winningest coaches. But Paterno is respected for his phi-
losophy and opinions as well as for his coaching achievements. Sometimes he
seems prouder of the percentage of Penn State athletes who graduate than
of his own winning percentage.

Many leaders struggle with the challenge of leading the way they think they
should versus their own natural style. Paterno is no exception. In a personal
interview,1 we found Coach Paterno to have a special ability to be introspec-
tive about this dilemma of over-control and under-control. “It’s difficult,” he
candidly admits,“for me to handle people in the way I think they want to be
handled . . . because I have a tendency to want complete control. . . . In the early
part of my career . . . I would plot every offensive and defensive move we
would use in a ball game, and try to devise the game plan by myself. . . . I felt
that I had to have input on everything that went on, every minute of the day
and every day of the week.”2

Paterno also recognizes the benefits of getting others involved in the
action—especially assistant coaches.According to Joe,“I’m cognizant that peo-
ple will not work two extra hours at the film projector if they’re going to come
in the next day and be told exactly what to do . . . that’s not going to work. . . .
You destroy any ingenuity . . . any satisfaction they get out of the job itself. I’m
aware of that . . . I have to fight like hell to constantly remind myself of it.”

PROFILEPROFILE



On the practice field, Paterno is a well-known “screamer,” cajoling his play-
ers to higher intensity.A casual observer would classify Paterno as a classic
Strongman leader.But behind the scenes, Paterno also reaches out in a unique
way to his players. For example, in the early 90s Joe started meeting informally
with a group of representatives from the players each Wednesday morning at
7:15 in a cafeteria for “Java with Joe.” They have an open discussion of what
is happening on the team and why.

Paterno started these meetings after a frustrating 1992 season that ended
with five defeats, a new low in Paterno’s coaching career.“I thought I had lost
the squad,”3 said Paterno. He realized he needed a new avenue of communica-
tion with today’s new breed of player. Paterno characterized these meetings as 
“ . . . the culmination of talking and getting things out in the open, and under-
standing we’re all in this together.” In these meetings Paterno seemed to behave
like a SuperLeader, asking,“What’s going on? Is there something you want me
to address with the coaches? How do you feel?” In the end, the team responded
with an undefeated season in 1994 capped by a victory in the Rose Bowl.

They have open discussions 
of what’s happening and why.

This type of behavior has a way of catching on without the players really
realizing it.At the time, senior All-American quarterback Kerry Collins was
quoted as saying,“It’s funny, I’ll be talking to people and I’ll start saying things
that he has said for four years.And I’ll think,‘What am I doing?’”4

According to Paterno, having the opportunity to fail—making mistakes—
is part of the learning process.“You can’t grow [if you don’t make mistakes].
. . . I’ve got to give them a chance to do some things [on their own].” Paterno
recognizes the value of mistakes in his own development, saying his former
coach “ . . . allowed me to make a lot of mistakes. . . . Many times, I would go
in there with the ‘greatest idea in the world’ [when] it may have been tried
three different times [and] it didn’t work. . . . I do the same thing. . . . [An assis-
tant coach] will come in with a ‘great idea’ . . . I saw the same thing 12 years
ago. . . . [They] do some things I’m sure are not going to work.” He clearly has
a SuperLeader perspective:“Your assistant coaches will only grow if you allow
them to try new things.”5
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Paterno seems to be destined to fight with himself over the classic dilemma
between his natural “hands-on” activist, Strongman leadership style, and the
behaviors required of a SuperLeader.This seems to be a conflict between his
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Joe Paterno6

Joe Paterno, head football coach at Penn State University, has achieved a remarkable
record of performance on and off the field. No college football coach in the history
of the sport has won more postseason bowl games than Paterno. He is the only
man to win four New Year’s Day bowl games—the Rose, Sugar, Cotton, and Orange
Bowls.And, he is closing in on one of the game’s most treasured records.With over
300 lifetime victories he is close to breaking Bear Bryant’s lifetime victories record.

Paterno’s record includes two National Championships, five undefeated, untied
teams, 20 finishes in the top ten of the national rankings, and four “coach of the
year” awards. Since 1950, when Paterno came on board as assistant coach, Penn
State has a winning percentage of .759, the best of any team in college football.

As a head coach, he has had at least one first-team All-American 31 times, 14 Hall
of Fame Scholar-Athletes, 21 first-team Academic All-Americans, and 17 NCAA
postgraduate scholarship winners. More than 225 former players have made it to
the National Football League—25 of them first-round draft choices.

Yet, for all the accomplishments on the field, one sports columnist observed,“From
the perspective of meaningful contributions to society, the least important thing Joe
Paterno does is coach football.” He and his family have a lifetime giving record to
Penn State of more than $4 million. His support of the university has been long-
standing and exceptional.

He has often said he measures his success not by athletic prowess, but by the
number of players who become productive citizens and make a contribution to
society.

Phil Jackson

Phil Jackson achieved the pinnacle of the professional basketball profession by
achieving a lofty .738 regular season winning percentage in nine seasons as head
coach of the Chicago Bulls, best in NBA history. His playoff winning percentage at
the Bulls was .730, leading to six championships. He has continued his winning ways
as head coach of the Los Angeles Lakers, winning the NBA championship in 2000.

Jackson earned the NBA Coach of the Year award in 1996 as his team won a
league-record 72 games during the regular season, and its fourth NBA title.

Part of his ability as a coach is derived from his experience as a player in the 1970s,
where he was a key figure in the New York Knicks’ unselfish, team-oriented style 
of play, leading to a championship in 1973.As a coach, the hallmark of his teams has
been his emphasis on the basics of defense and teamwork.

Jackson is also an author, publishing Maverick (1975) and Sacred Hoops: Spiritual
Lessons of a Hardwood Warrior (1995). Most of all he is known for his unusual style
of coaching, which places a high degree of self-responsibility on the players.



emotional self, which has a strong desire to control—perhaps overcontrol—
the situation, versus his intellectual self, which realizes the necessity and ben-
efit of providing more opportunity for his assistant coaches.The “natural”
self says,“Hey, I gotta get in there and do it myself” while the intellectual self
says,“I have to stand back and give them an opportunity to do it.” In the end,
he says, the important thing “is still keeping control, but knowing when you
don’t have to have control.”

Paterno remains an intriguing combination of many of the leader behaviors
we have described in this book: practice-field Strongman, university Visionary,
and behind-the-scenes SuperLeader. Perhaps it is his complexity that makes
him so appealing.

PHIL JACKSON

If you look at the record it’s impossible to ignore the remarkable achieve-
ments of Phil Jackson as coach of the NBA champions Chicago Bulls and Los
Angeles Lakers. But when you try to get past the statistics and understand
Jackson as leader, you realize what an unusual coach he is. He is complex and
sometimes seemingly contradictory in his leadership; a man who mixes ele-
ments of Strongman,Visionary Hero, and SuperLeadership.Whatever it is, his
leadership has been accepted by the prima donna players of two teams and
has achieved that Holy Grail of professional sports, championships.

In an era where the stereotypical image of a coach is screaming at players,
Jackson leads with a different philosophy. In an introspective mood, he shared
some of his views about coaching and leading with Bob Costas,7 the sports
announcer. Jackson believes in putting the spotlight on the players, not on
himself. Most of all in a SuperLeader mode, he talked about focusing on the
players:“ . . .You have to make it the best possible situation for the players, so
that they can get themselves to the position [to win].” He stated further,“It is
more about establishing [their] belief in themselves.”

Jackson has a clear philosophy about control.“The biggest thing about talent is
that you don’t have too much control . . . [don’t] take too much of the fame . . .or
the blame . . . for their success.” Writing in the New York Times,David Shields claimed
that Jackson’s aim is to “yield control at a superficial level in order to regain it at
a more profound level,where players ‘become policemen of themselves.’”8

Shields called Jackson “The Good Father” because of the special way he
relates to players.Veteran Lakers player John Salley said of Jackson, “With
Phil, it’s ‘You’re a man, I’m a man. I’m going to help you be a better man.’”
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In contrast to most coaches, Jackson seldom calls plays on the court.
According to Shields,“He is an authority figure whose authority derives from
his strategic willingness to deconstruct that authority.” June Jackson, his wife,
says that “Sometimes he keeps things moving by not doing anything. With
Phil, there’s a flowing rather than a forcing.” Perhaps the most striking differ-
ence between Jackson and other coaches is his decorum during a game.While
most coaches are seen intensely shouting directions and commands (often on
deaf ears!), Jackson is most often seen sitting on the bench, arms folded, yet
keenly observing the flow of the game.

One of the more revealing incidents is Jackson’s response to a situation
where Chicago player Scottie Pippen refused to enter a playoff game with 1.8
seconds to go.After the game, Jackson’s response, in a classic SuperLeader-
ship style, was to put the monkey on the players’ backs. He closed the locker
room and said,“What happened has hurt us.Now you have to work this out.
You’ve got two minutes to get together, to talk softly among yourselves.”
Later, he described this incident as one where he . . . let the team come up
with its own solutions.

“You guys are out on the floor. . . . Don’t be 
afraid to come to me and tell me what you see.”

—Phil Jackson, attributed by player Brian Shaw

Many leadership pundits believe that sports coaches in particular need to
be authoritarian and directive in order to control emotional, self-centered
athletes.The classic stereotype is the coach shouting and gesturing, with an
occasional toss of a chair across the court. Sports teams are, in fact, the last
bastion of Strongman leadership, where the coach has the ultimate authority
to express his power without restraint. Jackson stands in stark contrast to this
Strongman model, through his emphasis on player self-leadership and self-
motivation. If only because of his remarkable record of achievement, his spe-
cial form of leadership can serve as a model of a different way of leading
teams.



Leading Organizational 10 Cultures to Self-Leadership

THURSDAY EVENING, 7:30 P.M. In his office on the seventh floor,

Michael G. Smith, new CEO of Avant-Garde Computer, Inc. (AGC),

examines the last sales report.The message is depressing: sales have leveled

off in the past year.AGC is a small, innovative young company located in Sili-

con Valley. Founded eight years ago,AGC specializes in engineering graphics

design software.The founder, an engineer himself, had successfully marketed

two highly specialized software packages for mechanical and electronic design.

The founder (now retired) depended heavily on the two chief engineers

who now head the two main divisions of the company. Each is considered to

be a brilliant technician. Both engineers are deeply experienced and firmly

committed to the present strategy of mechanical and electronic design graph-

ics. Further, both of them are known as “autocrats” who keep a firm hand on

the younger engineers within their divisions.They don’t believe in delegating

decisions. For the last three years, turnover among the younger engineers

has been increasing. Michael Smith knows from transcripts of exit interviews

that most of them are leaving because of the chief engineers’ detailed control

over their activities.

Two years ago the need for capital became acute, so the founder sold AGC

to a very large multinational corporation. Now, Michael Smith has been

appointed CEO by the parent corporation. He recognizes the difficulty of

AGC’s current situation but he believes a change of strategy can revive the



company. His strategy would be to broaden AGC’s market by marketing and

servicing the software through the Internet.He foresees, however, that AGC’s

chief engineers would not be thrilled by his view of the future, since they are

consumed by the elegance of the design of the software itself and seem to

have blind spots in terms of how the products might be brought to market.

Smith believes AGC can survive only if the software is adapted to include

user-friendly interfaces to the Internet.Also, he needs to do something about

the turnover of the younger engineers. Quite honestly, he really does not

know how to introduce these major strategic changes without losing the

valuable experience of the two chief engineers. Smith recognizes that AGC

will need to empower the younger engineers in the ranks in order to imple-

ment this new strategy. He clearly recognizes the need for a cultural change.

Now his challenge is to effectively facilitate such a change to enable the organ-

ization to meet its current needs, which differ from those it faced in the past.

How would you react if you were in Michael Smith’s position?
We are not all CEOs, but if you have any kind of leadership respon-
sibility, a major challenge is the question of how to design your
organization to encourage SuperLeadership as a natural and
accepted form of leadership. Indeed, organizations find it difficult to
obtain flexibility, initiative, and innovation from employees with-
out providing widespread support for the practice of SuperLeader-
ship and self-leadership.

In the previous two chapters we focused on the one-on-one rela-
tionship between a leader and a follower, as well as SuperLeadership
through teams. For whole organizations, however, the best results
derive from a total, integrated system that is deliberately intended
to encourage, support, and reinforce self-leadership throughout the
organization. Of course for the most part, this issue falls mainly
within the responsibility of top management.

Nevertheless, as an individual manager or executive you can read
this chapter from the viewpoint of your own responsibility—creating
a self-leadership culture within your own departments. In this chapter
we address the challenge of developing SuperLeadership throughout an
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organization. We focus mainly on the idea of encouraging SuperLead-
ership by influencing organizational culture. But first, let’s briefly
examine how SuperLeadership organizations can be created through
organizational structure and through human resource systems.

CREATING SUPERLEADERSHIP THROUGH

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

The term “organizational structure” refers to the way tasks, roles,
functions, and responsibilities are differentiated in an organization.
As an example, in traditional organizations, differentiation is
accomplished by separating the production function from the mar-
keting function. In the past, these traditional and classic structures
often produced an organization that was shaped like a tall pyramid
and had a high degree of specialization in the different parts of the
organization.

“To manage a large organization today is to manage a central
paradox: how to develop strong leaders while decentralizing

and de-layering the operations.”
—Steven Kerr1

Differentiation and specialization, of course, create a need for
integration or coordination of the efforts of the specialized units. In
the traditional organization this integration was typically accom-
plished through hierarchy, or a pyramidal structure where each level
possessed increasing amounts of authority and responsibility. How-
ever, in today’s information age we know that this traditional struc-
ture created the antithesis of what we now think of as an
“empowered” organization. That is, task specialization disempow-
ers employees, and the degree of self-leadership expected from dis-
empowered employees is low.

The new information revolution is creating a sea of change in the
way integration is taking place in organizations. Because of the speed
and extent to which information can now be diffused through elec-
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tronic networks, there is no longer a need for integration through
hierarchy. In fact, new organizational structures have evolved over
the past two decades that can speed the flow of information, diffuse
decision-making authority, and empower even ordinary workers. 

In addition, integration can be enhanced through the new Enter-
prise Resource Planning (ERP) systems, which cross traditional
departmental lines and depend on the creative use of information
technologies to get the right information to the person who needs
it. Organizations structured around information flow can place the
appropriate knowledge in the hands of the employee who needs the
information for quick and flexible decision making. When infor-
mation flows are designed on the basis of need rather than power,
then followers will possess the knowledge and information that is
truly necessary for empowerment. Enterprise Resource Planning
systems like Oracle and SAP have the capacity to move information
across departmental lines, bypassing the hierarchy and thus enhanc-
ing the potential for employee empowerment.

The lifeblood of today’s organization structure is the rapid
transformation of information, mainly through the Internet

or Intranet.

From the viewpoint of top management, new forms of organiza-
tion structures can be used to enhance the possibilities of self-
leadership throughout an organization. SuperLeaders want organi-
zational structures that are less specialized and less differentiated.
The first and most important of these structures is teams, espe-
cially empowered teams or self-managed teams. We devoted the
previous chapter to this issue. 

Overall, the most fundamental notion of developing self-leader-
ship through organization structure is very consistent with the idea
of the horizontal organization. Organizations moving toward the
horizontal model are likely to use the following strategies:2
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➧ Flatten the organization, removing unnecessary layers of
management and supervision.

➧ Organize around key work processes (such as product devel-
opment) rather than traditional functions.

➧ Place employees in work teams with the responsibility and
authority largely to manage themselves.

➧ Reward employees on the basis of relevant work skills they
possess and on team performance.

➧ Create plenty of occasions for employees to have regular con-
tact with customers and suppliers.

➧ Provide employees with significant (even sensitive) infor-
mation, and training to help them make effective decisions
and perform their work well.

In summary, the traditional organization typically evolved into a
taller pyramid structure, where hierarchy was used as the “glue” to
hold the organization together. The fundamental purpose of that
hierarchy was to provide channels for the exchange of information.
For the organization of the 21st century, however, that hierarchy
will be much less necessary because its integrative purpose has been
replaced by information networks. Information will bind the parts
of the organization together. Information will be the “glue” that
holds organizations together.3 Consider the following commentary
from James Citrin and Thomas Neff, writing about leadership in
the digital age:

The old way was a hierarchical structure in the shape of a pyramid.
The structures of today require employees who are self-leaders to make
them go.These structures can be described as flat, horizontal, decentral-
ized, team-based, network-based, and alliance-based.The purpose, of
course, is to develop that special flexibility and rapid response capability
that will quickly seek out competitive advantage wherever it is to be
found.According to Jack Welch,“the key to organizational success going
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forward will be to have the right person solving the most important
business problem, no matter where they are located in the company
hierarchically, organizationally, or geographically.”4

CREATING SUPERLEADERSHIP

THROUGH HUMAN RESOURCE SYSTEMS

The term “human resources,” of course, refers to the people that
work within an organization. The phrase “human resource strat-
egy” is concerned with an organization’s deliberate use of human
resources to help it gain or maintain an edge against competitors in
a marketplace. 

Several generic areas of strategic decision choices are salient
when managing human resources. Here are some of the more
important decision choices that might be made:

➧ Work flow: choices between efficiency, high control, and
explicit job descriptions versus innovation, flexibility, and
broad job classes.

➧ Staffing: choices between informal hiring, internal recruit-
ment, and line hiring versus formal hiring, external recruit-
ment, and staff (HR department) hiring.

➧ Performance appraisal: choices between uniform appraisal
procedures, control oriented, and supervisor input only ver-
sus flexible appraisals, developmental purpose, and multiple
inputs.

➧ Compensation: choices between fixed pay, job-based pay,
seniority pay, and centralized pay decisions versus variable
pay, team-oriented pay, performance-based pay, and decen-
tralized pay.

Compensation practices are particularly interesting when it
comes to encouraging SuperLeadership and self-leadership through-
out an organization. For example, does the pay system emphasize
individual-based pay, where people are set into a competitive mode
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against each other, or does the system emphasize a team orientation
where cooperation is the norm? Does the system tend to reward
the accomplishment of narrow performance objectives, or is pay
based at least in part on initiative and risk-taking?

An interesting example of the way compensation can be used to
enhance self-leadership can be found at Saturn Corporation, the
auto maker known for innovative organizational and marketing
concepts that have broken ranks with the traditional practices of
the auto industry. Saturn is well known as an organization that has
attempted to place itself on the cutting edge in empowering all their
employees. The pay plan at Saturn is based on four simple princi-
ples: (1) all employees are on salary, (2) there is a high degree of
trust, (3) there are comparatively few job classifications, and (4) the
system is founded in a pay-for-performance philosophy.

Another example of the way a human resource strategy can
encourage self-leadership is through the innovative use of perform-
ance appraisal systems. For example, 360-degree appraisals solicit
input from superior, peer, and subordinate levels. As a different
example, several years ago Ford Motor Company started to use a
performance appraisal system for executives that features a narra-
tive feedback to each executive on “teamwork.” The purpose, of
course, is to encourage cooperative rather than competitive behav-
ior in executive ranks.

Designing a culture that facilitates self-leadership can be
addressed at different levels. The most ambitious approach within
a single organization is to view the challenge from an overarching
strategic human resource management perspective. Strategic vision
is now considered a critical element in organizational success. More
specifically, strategic design of entire human resource systems that
foster effective self-leadership is indeed an ambitious and, it would
seem, remarkably potent idea. The meshing of organizational struc-
tures, technologies, control systems, management styles, corporate
cultures, training and development programs, and so forth—all of
which bring out the best in people—is an exciting challenge.
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The development of human resource management strategies
designed to bring out the self-leadership capability of the work

force is a critical organizational opportunity of the future.

The notion of strategic management of human resources has
achieved significant recognition within the last two decades. Many
major corporations have now focused on this challenge and are cur-
rently addressing it with some vigor. 

Overall, the point is clear: top-level strategic management need
not and should not restrict itself to traditional concerns such as the
economy, market opportunities, financial and product mixes, and
the like. More specifically, successful SuperLeadership depends on
the strategic creation of overarching human resource systems
within which people can truly become self-leaders. Creating such
environments will energize people and provide them with substi-
tutes for bureaucratic control that can be flexibly adapted to vary-
ing situations. Yet the self-leadership culture provides stability and
integration of effort, and an environment where human potential
can be fully released. Within such systems, human initiative, cre-
ativity, determination, and inspiration can unfold.

CREATING AN ORGANIZATIONAL

CULTURE OF SUPERLEADERSHIP

One concept that has received great attention over recent years is
the notion of organizational culture. For years we have known that
moving from one national culture to another brings many signifi-
cant changes in a person’s manner and style of living. More recently
the powerful influences of distinct organizational cultures have
been recognized by both organization scholars and executives. Orga-
nizations evolve their own unique pattern of values, folklore, 
rituals, traditions, style, and meaning, all of which significantly
influence the behavior of organization members. An organization’s
culture could be termed a psychological environment—the mental
or cognitive expectations that guide behavior.
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One of the more interesting stories of creating a culture is the
report of the experience of Commander D. Michael Abrashoff and
the Navy destroyer USS Benfold.

“Yeah—all this SuperLeadership stuff is OK, but it won’t work in the military!”

This is a comment that we have heard on several occasions.There seems to

be a general stereotype that in a military environment only a Strongman type

of leadership will work. We are not authorities on military leadership but we

thought the story of the USS Benfold, a U.S. Navy destroyer, was an interesting

counterexample to this stereotype.5 The magazine Fast Company calls it “grass-

roots leadership,” and we see it as self-leadership, as implemented by Super-

Leader Commander D. Michael Abrashoff.

Abrashoff has set out to turn the traditional command-and-control system

upside down, replacing it with a system that engages the minds and hearts of

the ship’s sailors. Even in the military, Abrashoff believes in empowerment. His

leadership is guided by six principles:

➧ Don’t just take command—communicate purpose.

➧ Leaders listen without prejudice.

➧ Practice discipline without formalism.

➧ The best captain hands out responsibility—not orders.

➧ Successful crews perform with devotion.

➧ True change is permanent.

Most of all, Abrashoff is guided by one principle: “I ask the people responsi-

ble—is there a better way to do things?” He frequently discovered there was a

better way.
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The results are impressive.The Benfold is one of the highest-performing ships

in the U.S. Navy, racking up impressive scores in naval gunnery, readiness indi-

cators, training, and redeployment turnaround. Perhaps the most impressive

indicator is the Benfold’s retention rate: Under Abrashoff ’s command, 100 per-

cent of the Benfold’s career sailors signed up for an additional tour.

Some experts have gone so far as to argue that strong, distinct
corporate cultures may be the key to organizational survival and
success.6 The unique importance of culture is made evident by a
company like Southwest Airlines, which encourages employees to
develop diversity and humor in the ways they serve the public. The
values and visions captured within the culture of an organization
provide a unique kind of control mechanism—one that creates
meaning, purpose, and commitment for employees.

The values and visions captured within the culture of an
organization provide meaning, purpose, and commitment for

employees.

Further, the various ingredients of corporate cultures can be im-
portant and powerful tools for weaving a fabric of high perfor-
mance. Culture can be a crucial factor in facilitating successful
implementation of corporate strategies. Indeed, an organizational
culture will either support or hinder an organization’s progress.
When organizations make strategic shifts, their own unique cul-
ture is typically a great source of strength or weakness. Successful
entry into a highly competitive market calling for aggressive risk-
taking behavior, for example, may be difficult if there is a tradition
in the firm of thoughtful, controlled, low-risk action. How ready
was the AT&T culture, for example, to take on the demanding
competition of a nonregulated environment? If new strategies 
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violate employees’ fundamental beliefs about their roles in the com-
pany, or about the traditions upon which the organization’s culture
is based, then failure is assured. Consider the following case, which
was a high-profile rebellion against an overcontrolling culture:

A classic example of the demotivating influence of an overcontrolling culture is

the Skylab 3 mission, launched on November 16, 1973.This story is particularly

interesting because in its time, NASA was known as an organization on the cut-

ting edge of management practice. After more than a month in space, highly

trained and disciplined astronauts “turned off the radio and refused to talk with

Houston Mission Control.”This action has been characterized as the first strike

in space.7

While the reasons leading to this action are complex, much of the cultural phi-

losophy of ground controllers can be inferred from a quote from a prominent

NASA official, described as a “tough, energetic flight director . . . [who] was proud

of the amount of control he could achieve.”

“We send up about six feet of instructions to the astronauts’ tele-printer

every day—at least 42 separate instructions telling them where to point the

solar telescope and which scientific instruments to use.We lay out the whole

day for them, and they . . . normally follow it to a T! What we’ve done is learned

how to maximize what you can get out of a man in one day.” Not surprisingly,

this quote preceded the strike.

Obviously, this philosophy assumes a minimum of autonomy in space and

further assumes that the maximum productivity can be gained by driving astro-

nauts as if they were machines. This intolerance for self-leadership at NASA

resulted in a strike in space. It has the faint echoes of Fredrick Taylor and the

thousands of American managers of the past who believed that they could

attain maximum productivity by controlling workers in a similar manner.
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SuperLeadership at the top requires the creation of positive orga-
nizational cultures within which self-leadership can flourish. Such
environments consist of a host of factors, some observable and con-
crete, others more subtle and symbolic. Overarching organizational
values and goals that are part of a distinct corporate culture are just
as important as the physical materials that are necessary for task
performance. Training and development efforts that equip employ-
ees with both task-performance and self-leadership capabilities are
important means of stimulating cultures based on leading others
to lead themselves.

The SuperLeader’s challenge is not limited to direct leadership;
the SuperLeader must also foster an integrated world in which self-
leadership can survive and grow, in which self-leadership becomes
an exciting, motivating, and accepted way of life.

The SuperLeader’s challenge is to foster an integrated world,
where self-leadership becomes pervasive as an exciting, 

motivating, and accepted way of life.

Culture weaves a delicate but powerful fabric that for many com-
panies translates into effective achievement. An organizational cul-
ture can only be as strong as its weakest link, the single employee
who meets the customer, so the self-leadership of each and every
employee is of the utmost importance. Even one violation of an
otherwise remarkable culture can stand out as a particularly ugly
stain on what was once a handsome piece of cloth.

SUPERLEADERSHIP AND CULTURE

From a SuperLeadership view, culture becomes an important and
legitimate means to exert leadership. Culture can be thought of as
an evolution of acceptable responses that have worked in the past—
patterns that were guided by the norms, values, and beliefs that
existed during top managers’ rise to power. But a true SuperLeader



will develop an ability to recognize the culturally relevant needs of
employees today—not yesterday—and devote significant effort to
deliberately orchestrating an organizational culture for high per-
formance and development of people.

Creating, articulating, and sustaining the organization’s 
values thus becomes one of management’s most important

jobs.8

The basic SuperLeadership elements that have been discussed in
previous chapters are very relevant in meeting this challenge. The
SuperLeader can model, encourage, provide guidance for, and rein-
force the kinds of behaviors that will help create a positive cultural
pattern. This cultural pattern should be centered on employee self-
leadership: the SuperLeader will facilitate a culture founded upon
the fundamental belief that effective self-leadership is critical for
success. This culture recognizes the unique needs, strengths, and
contributions of each individual, and facilitates the fullest devel-
opment of each person. Most of all, a SuperLeader is a positive self-
leadership model for others and helps employees to be models to
each other. Furthermore, the SuperLeader will make it clear that
such self-leadership behavior is not only allowed but expected. To
accomplish this, the qualities of initiative, creativity, responsibility,
and distinctiveness should be encouraged, reinforced, and viewed as
the typical model of behavior. Consider the words of Evans and
Wurster, who have recently written about how the Internet has
“blown to bits” our conventional ways of doing business:

In [the new information] world, the traditional hierarchically defined
roles of leadership become obsolete. But there remains [at least one]
thing that leaders, and only leaders, can do.

[That is] creating a culture.
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. . .The unique cultural values that a corporation builds . . . are conscious
and deliberate creations.They are established through incentives, through
the selection of other leaders, and above all by example.

As . . . structure and apparent stability prove ephemeral, as business
boundaries . . . melt into transience, the rich culture of the organization 
. . . becomes a precious asset. The precious asset.

Culture—not factories, brands, business definitions, or patterns of own-
ership—defines the corporation.And that is uniquely the creation of
leadership.9

Without any guidelines or integration of effort, a kind of anarchy
would exist that would preclude common purpose and high perfor-
mance. At the other extreme, rigid bureaucratic controls can stifle
the initiative, creativity, and commitment required for excellence.
Embedded in culture are the shared values, beliefs, and visions that
provide the integrating mechanism that allows excitement and syn-
ergy at work to flourish. Many years ago, Peters and Waterman used
the term, “loose-tight controls,”10 which we believe entail control
in a more subtle and indirect way through the norms of a Super-
Leadership culture. In their leadership roles, SuperLeaders create a
culture that facilitates self-leadership and allows the vast potential
of the work force to flow.

Later, Robert Waterman expanded on this theme. He discussed
the simultaneous provision of direction and the passing of power to
the workforce. Managers at successful organizations that he calls
“renewing companies” define the boundaries, and their subordi-
nates figure out the best way to do the job within those boundaries.
He calls this management style “an astonishing combination of
direction and empowerment. The manager gives up tight control
in order to gain more control over the end results.”11

The SuperLeader will facilitate a culture that is founded 
upon the fundamental belief that effective self-leadership is

critical for success.
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Top-management SuperLeaders are concerned with developing a
self-leadership culture throughout the organization. At lower levels,
the challenge for aspiring SuperLeaders is to develop subcultures
within their own areas that stimulate the unique self-leadership
strengths of each person. The evolving culture becomes an inte-
grated environment within which diversity, self-leadership, and
future excellence are nourished. Again, the SuperLeader musters
the strength of ten and more—a strength that is founded on the
unique multiple abilities of others rather than on the limited 
qualities of one person who happens to be called the leader. This
challenge is indeed difficult, especially for very large, complex
organizations. Nevertheless, faced with a rapidly changing global
economy, many U.S. corporations have undertaken a substantial
revitalization of their organizational culture.

CULTURE AND SUPERLEADERSHIP:
MORE THAN THE CEO

Obviously, strategic efforts toward self-leadership organizations are
important. But, an employee might object, “Hey, I’m not a CEO. I
can’t change the total culture of my organization.” Indeed, the pri-
mary target of this book is the individual executive or aspiring exec-
utive. While these individuals are sometimes in a position to
influence the overall organizational strategic process, the most im-
portant target involves their influence on the subcultures within
which their own immediate followers perform. Most executives are
faced with the challenge of managing only a part within a total
organization, but this influence is nevertheless very important.

The SuperLeader will know how to take advantage of this oppor-
tunity to create a backdrop for performance that brings out the best
in subordinates. Through this effort, the organization’s culture as a
whole moves in the direction of an integrated self-leadership system.

An organization’s personality and character are largely 
manifestations of each of the subcultures that executives 

and managers spawn within their own areas of responsibility.
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In this chapter we have provided some ideas about how Super-
Leaders can create integrated systems that are fertile for self-lead-
ership. Sometimes, as we read our own writing, the words make
this task seem easy. But it’s not. The key task, from an overall orga-
nizational viewpoint, is to move toward self-leadership and all its
benefits without (as one colleague put it) “going off in 26 directions
at once.” Achieving this objective is challenging, and it begins and
ends with managers moving toward self-leadership within their
own spheres of influence.

For a SuperLeader to achieve long-term, lasting success in stim-
ulating self-leadership in others, significant attention should be
given to establishing and maintaining a constructive overall sys-
tem of self-leadership. The character and personality of larger orga-
nizational cultures are born from the aggregate of the many smaller
cultures that are spawned throughout the firm. Positive subcultures
emphasizing the self-leadership of every person can generate a true
holistic culture where SuperLeaders lead others to lead themselves.
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(More) Dennis Bakke
of AES Corporation

Ken A. Smith

We now return to Dennis Bakke and AES Corporation. Our earlier profile
showed that Bakke embraces values that reflect SuperLeadership and that he
has been effective at modeling and fostering self-leadership in a very personal
way. But what happens when a company grows? Even with annual plant visits
and an “open door” policy, the corporate leader cannot have a personal rela-
tionship with every employee. So how does a SuperLeader foster self-lead-
ership beyond his or her immediate sphere of influence? At AES it happens
because of choices that have been made about organizational processes and
structures.

REINFORCING SELF-LEADERSHIP 
THROUGHOUT THE ORGANIZATION

Bakke reinforces self-leadership with regard to business operations by pro-
viding for the free flow of information throughout the company—so that
people making decisions have ready access to necessary information. One
structural unit that supports the free flow of information is AES’s strategy
group. Rather than engage in traditional strategic planning, this group pro-
vides people throughout the company with information on environmental
changes, technological developments, and the like. As much strategic infor-
mation as possible is shared. Bakke notes,“We have very few secrets at AES.
Even the details of potential acquisition decisions are shared.”1 Why? Because
there is lots of corporate experience, and those making decisions on the
front lines should benefit from that experience.Thus, financial and market
information is also widely distributed.And employees have responded in kind,
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volunteering information that will benefit others. For example when Flora
Zhou was bidding on a deal in Vietnam, she posted a request for relevant
information via the company’s e-mail system. Sarah Slusser, a manager in Cen-
tral America who had experience on a venture with similar characteristics,
provided valuable insight into how the project should be pursued.

Self-leadership relative to AES’s core values is reinforced through an exten-
sive values survey that is completed annually by every person who works in
a plant that is at least 50 percent owned by AES.Bakke reads every one of the
10,000 surveys, looking for indications of how the company is doing on its val-
ues.As Bakke said, “A few years ago I noticed that a lot of people from the
same plant wrote in their surveys,‘Why do we have to buy plants abroad? We
should just stay in the United States and provide jobs to Americans.’ From
that, I could tell that the plant manager and team leaders there were not
doing a good job of making our mission to meet needs in the world under-
stood. And those attitudes also called into question whether people were
adhering to the principles of fairness and social responsibility.”2 In addition to
the general values survey, each manager is rated annually on “values per-
formance”—that is, how he or she performs in relation to the four shared val-
ues. According to Bakke, “We rate each other, fifty-fifty, on the basis of
technical performance and values performance.” When it is determined that
a manager has compromised the company’s values, his or her compensation
can be affected in such ways as losing part or all of any performance bonus.

Performance evaluation is a supportive process, focused on 
balancing business performance and value performance.

More broadly, Bakke encourages all AES employees to challenge any and all
others on how strategic and operating decisions reflect the core values.This
fosters an air of mutual accountability, and serves as a constant reminder that
all are members of the same team.“But,” says Bakke,“supportive doesn’t mean
glossing over someone’s problems. Evaluation meetings can be very intense.
We push one another.We want to help one another be the best we can be
in stewarding resources to meet the world’s need for electricity.”3
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CONSTRUCTIVE REPRIMAND,WITH 
AN EMPHASIS ON SELF-LEADERSHIP

When mistakes occur, and they do, Bakke and his top management are quick
to address them directly—and to own up to their own responsibility. For
example in 1992, company insiders discovered—and reported—that techni-
cians at the Shady Point, Oklahoma, plant had falsified results of water-qual-
ity tests sent to the Environmental Protection Agency.Although the plant did
not actually release pollutants into the river, the news drove AES stock down
from $26.50 to $16.50 in one day and the company was forced to pay a
$125,000 fine. Those involved received reprimands and reductions in pay.
Some were reassigned. However, in keeping with AES’s commitment to its
people, none was fired.Rather, each was given the opportunity to take respon-
sibility, recover from the event, and do better in the future.Although several
did eventually leave the company, they did so voluntarily.Those who remained
learned from the experience and have pursued successful careers since.

As an aside, it should be noted that Bakke is quite ready to fire someone
when it is warranted. In an interview with Business Week, Bakke noted,“One
of the least socially responsible things in the world is to have one extra per-
son working when they’re not needed. In other words, an unproductive per-
son.When they’re added to the rest of the group, it makes the whole group
unproductive. In either case it’s a travesty to the society to keep that person
in an unproductive role.The compassion comes with how you do [the firing]
and what responsibility you take for that transition.As much as I feel strongly
about letting people go, in 99 percent of the cases they’re doing it voluntar-
ily.We’re paying them significant amounts of money and letting them choose
whether they want to stay or want to go. So we’re paying enormous amounts
of money in order to soften this transition from unproductive activity to pro-
ductive activity.”4

The events at Shady Point drove Bakke and top management to the con-
clusion that they had failed in this instance to fully communicate the impor-
tance of the company’s values. So seriously did they take the breach that in
addition to reprimanding those involved, top management also took a pay
cut and gave up their own bonuses for the year. In essence, this became a type
of self-reprimand.The event also proved to be a watershed for AES’s system
of values.A debate erupted between those who believed the company needed
to tighten controls and those committed to empowering employees.“For me
it was a major crisis,” said Bakke, who “was prepared to leave before tearing
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apart the company’s management model. It took time to work out. For a year
and a half after the incident, the Shady Point plant operated with a 
self-imposed layer of supervision and a dedicated environmental staff. But
eventually, employees chose to revert to the company’s standard [self-man-
agement] approach.”5

BUILDING A CULTURE THAT 
FOSTERS SELF-LEADERSHIP

Bakke and the management team at AES have sought to give legs to self-lead-
ership by building a culture that fosters creativity—often at the expense of
efficiency. Bakke believes that an over-emphasis on efficiency hurts people
and organizations. Says Bakke,“Ours is a very inefficient organization. I’ll tell
you that right now.We are very inefficient. But we’re pretty effective, I think.”
Pushed for a definition of inefficiency, Bakke explains,“Well, we always try to
learn things new again. I purposely have people reinventing the wheel.” 

An example is the way AES develops new projects:“There’s a team—every-
thing is organized around a team—that’s doing development of a project,” says
Bakke. “We have thousands of regulations and all kinds of environmental
impact things that you have to do.And you have people around the commu-
nity who are hostile and don’t want us to be there. And we have huge
amounts of technical work that has to be done to get the plant ready: find out
how it’s going to be engineered, what it’s going to look like, and so forth.And
we have electric contracts to sign and make sure of, and we have financing to
do for a $400 million facility.And lots of contracts for fuel.All this stuff going
on,okay? We’ve done it all before. . . .What do we do? Reassign tasks.The team
member that did one thing on a previous project will do something else on
the current project. Last time they did financing, this time they’re doing air
permits.And the team will change, so there’s no repository of all the data that
says how you do it, and none of us will say,‘OK, here’s what we did last time’
unless the guy comes to us and says, ‘What did you do in this situation?’
There’s no forcing them to follow any prescribed set that says ‘You have to
do this and this and this and here’s how you get this done. Here’s how you
do this.This is what we did last time.’ Now they do ask and they get a lot of
information, but the decision is theirs. . . .Their objective is to get the plant
built. They don’t need to be told to follow certain directions, to be told,
‘Here’s the rule book,’ because there isn’t any rule book. If there was we got
rid of it.We want them to recreate and change it, because the world’s differ-
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ent every time they go out there.We want a learning organization;we’re con-
stantly forcing people to redo things.”

“Those people need 
nobody to tell them.”

According to Bakke, the trade-off against efficiency is worth it because of
the sense of control and total responsibility that people feel when they really
own their decisions. It changes people forever.They become better business
people, better employees, and better team members, whose ability to lead
themselves benefits the company as a whole.

DEVELOPING SELF-MANAGING TEAMS

Consistent with a learning organization,AES evokes psychological ownership
through the use of teams throughout the company, not just for business devel-
opment.This has not always been the case;AES’s first projects were organ-
ized as traditional functional bureaucracies. But not for long.

“Our plants were running wonderfully,” Bakke recalls,“when we said ‘This
isn’t really consistent with our values and the way we want people to oper-
ate and relate to each other.We need to make huge changes in the way we
do operations if we’re going to be consistent with our values.’ We did this
massive change that came to be known as Operation Honeycomb. We
changed how our plants are organized and how people relate to each other.
. . .We didn’t want arbitrary rules, detailed procedures manuals and hand-
books, punch clocks, etc.We wanted a ‘learning organization,’ where people
close to the action were constantly creating and recreating and where these
people were making the decisions—strategy, financial, and capital allocations.
For example, I went down and asked, ‘What if you didn’t have shift supervi-
sors? What if you didn’t have this manual that tells you everything to do?’
Two months later, they totally revolutionized the place.”
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“It’s based on the premise that people 
will take responsibility and can be trusted.”

“We outlined several elementary principles to be used in a Honeycomb
structure. Cut the number of supervisor levels to improve communication,
and get out of people’s way.And then one of the plant people came up with
‘Why don’t we just divide up into teams?’ The next thing I knew, the plant
manager called me and said,‘We got this all done.We’ve implemented it.’ They
said,‘We’re going to call this stuff “Honeycomb”’—and they had worked out
all this symbolism regarding beehives and how all the bees were working
together.” 

Today, all of AES’s plants are organized around some form of self-managing
teams. Since the process of change essentially is implemented bottom-up
(although mandated top-down), the specific forms, labels, and language vary
considerably from plant to plant; there is no cookie-cutter approach. Further,
the path leading to self-management has been quite different among the plants.
Some were “changeovers” of existing nonunion plants; one was a changeover
of a union plant; others have had a team structure from the beginning.

This variety of implementation and form has given AES a tremendous diver-
sity of experience as they have adapted to the specific conditions unique to
each plant. Nevertheless, the conversion to “honeycomb” teams has always
been inspired and guided by the core values of the organization, and always
features a bottom-up process that displays great confidence that the employ-
ees have a special capability to work out the details of implementation that
will suit them best. “Most important,” says Bakke, “is that Honeycomb pro-
vides an environment where the ‘fun’ value can best work itself out for each
AES person.”

SUPERLEADERSHIP:
WHO MAKES DECISIONS?

Bakke has been so successful at leading others to lead themselves that he has
given up almost all decisions. He told Harvard Business Review, “This year I
made two decisions, which was one more than I made last year. I made the
decision about how many regional groups we would have and who would
lead them.Those were big decisions, so I took six months to make them.



I really played them out because if you only make two decisions a year, you
want to play them for all they are worth. As for the rest of the decisions
(strategic, planning, capital allocation, and so on) that needed to be made for
AES—well, they were made by the people out there who are right on top of
the problems or issues or opportunities.”6

So what does Bakke do as SuperLeader? He identifies five roles.“My dream
would be that our leaders would be first and foremost the keepers of, the
interpreters of, the teachers of our principles and values.That’s my first role.
My second role is to be chief adviser. My third role:After people make deci-
sions, we start holding everybody accountable. If they’re not being held
accountable by their colleagues, then the leader steps in and has to be chief
accountability officer.The fourth role is chief celebrator, cheerleader.Then, in
some cases it’s not clear who should make a decision.There are some deci-
sions where it’s not obvious, for example, when there are conflicts between
geographic areas. So my fifth role is to pick the person who will in fact make
the ultimate decision.That goes back to the one decision I make a year. I get
to divide up the world.A very powerful job. I get to reassign things in terms
of our groups.”7

The values encourage AES people to think 
of themselves as members of the AES team.

Bakke’s emphasis on AES’s shared values has contributed to the team spirit
that pervades the company. Integrity stresses the need for individuals to ful-
fill commitments—their own and those made by the company. Fairness gen-
erates sensitivity to the positions and perspectives of others, both in and
outside the company. Fun, as defined at AES, results from using one’s abilities
to contribute to the effort of the whole. Social responsibility stresses being
aware of and serving the needs of others.Together these values build an out-
ward-looking orientation in the minds of AES personnel, and foster a desire
to take personal responsibility to work with and for the benefit of the team.
Bakke provides this powerful story:

“Let me give you one example of what happened, the kind of thing I think
we’ve had example after example of.We had a guy who, after this Honeycomb
process, went Saturday shopping with his wife at one of the discount stores.
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He was waiting around, waiting for her to get done, and he noticed that they
had fans on sale. He looked at the fans, and he realized that they were almost
the same kind of fans that we were using at the plant in the process of mak-
ing gypsum at the back end of our plant.We use a lot of them; they end up
wearing out because there’s a pretty dirty atmosphere, and so they burn out
real fast. He saw that they were selling them for something like $24 apiece,
and he remembered that we were spending $75 from the original manufac-
turer who supplied them at first, and we kept going back to the same guy, at
$75. Once or twice a month we were paying to get new fans. So he immedi-
ately took his credit card and bought the entire stock in the store, period. Just
bought it.”

“Now that is the kind of action we’re talking about.This is a nonsupervi-
sor, just a regular guy in the plant.What had to be the situation for him? First
of all, he had to understand what the technology was, that it was the same
kind. He was aware that this was the same kind of fan, or very similar to it,
and it would do the same thing in the plant. Second, he had to know all the
cost numbers.Third, he had to know that he had authority to do it—that it
was safe.And if he was wrong, it would be okay. Because if he really feared for
his job in doing this, or that he would have to pay for these hundreds of dol-
lars of fans he had just bought, for a normal guy . . . he knew he would be
backed up on it.” 

Such willingness to take individual responsibility, such self-leadership,
demonstrates the effectiveness of SuperLeadership.Bakke and AES constantly
encourage this kind of behavior. Says Bakke,“We’re trying to publicize it and
be happy to have more people do it, every day.That kind of wraps it up.”
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Part IV
SuperLeadership
in the 21st Century

A great (leader) is someone who says,
You come to work with me, and I’ll help you be as successful as possible;
I’ll help you grow;
I’ll help you make sure you’re in the right role;
I’ll provide the relationship for you to understand and know yourself.
And I want you to be more successful than me.
—Marcus Bullingham and Curt Coffman1
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Leadership:11A Hero or Hero-Maker?

Wow!
We’re in charge!”

These were the thoughts running through the minds of Drew Morris and

Shervin Pishevar as they awaited their flight from Baltimore to San Francisco.

Shervin and Drew are the 26-year-old cofounders of WebOS, Inc., an Inter-

net startup firm focusing on developing an operating system that would run

not on computers, but through the Internet.1

Shervin, first-generation son of Iranian immigrants and graduate of the Uni-

versity of California at Berkeley, thinks about the future as he waits. He is

clearly a gifted individual and was an honor student earning high marks.Drew

Morris, the son of a successful entrepreneur, received an undergraduate busi-

ness degree from Emory and has an extensive technical background. Since fin-

ishing school a couple years ago, both have turned down many jobs offering

high salaries so they could pursue their dream of being entrepreneurs.

Their grand vision is to provide a viable alternative to traditional operat-

ing systems such as Windows and Macintosh by creating a Web-based oper-

ating system that would allow users to access and use their files on any

Internet-connected PC, handheld device, or Web-enabled cell phone. Finally,

after developing several business plans, and a lot of hard work, Shervin and

Drew were able to obtain substantial venture capital for their startup.With

the prospective breakup of Microsoft, they see new opportunities for their

“
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company.They have even opened a San Francisco office, and are now looking

for a third round of venture capital. Now on the second anniversary of the

start-up, Shervin and Drew ponder their future and the future of WebOS.

“What kind of a company do we want to build?” they ask each other. “I

know it won’t be easy, but we both want the company to be guided by a cer-

tain philosophy and values.What should they be?” 

Shervin and Drew face an imposing leadership challenge. How
would you advise them? What would you do if you were in their
position? Vast technological changes have drastically altered the
world of organizations. And these changes have had pervasive
effects on the kind of leadership demanded in this new informa-
tion- and knowledge-based world. How would you meet the kind of
challenges faced by these two young entrepreneurs? What are your
views on the best way to lead the knowledge workers of the 21st
century? 

Throughout this book we have proposed an approach to leader-
ship that we have described as the New SuperLeadership. We have
provided many examples that illustrate how this might unfold in
practice. In this final chapter we share some of our concluding
thoughts about how leaders can change themselves. Do you want to
be a hero or a hero-maker?

SUPERLEADERSHIP: A WAY TO MEET THE

CHALLENGE OF LEADING IN THE 21ST CENTURY

As we move further into the new century and the new millennium,
we believe this is a great time to be in business. With the aid of
advanced technology, employee productivity and product quality
have risen steadily and American business has reemerged as a world
leader. Opportunities for achieving great things and for experienc-
ing fulfillment in work and life have never been greater. Medical
advances and increased standards of living have enabled people to
enjoy longer and healthier lives. And scientific advances have pro-
vided many impressive technologies, such as automated factories,
robotics, palm computers, biotechnology, and advanced informa-



tion systems, that only a few decades ago would have seemed
impossible. If we take stock of the positive opportunities that exist
for corporations and their employees, it’s difficult to be blind to all
of the potential.

It’s not what you know anymore, but 
knowing how to learn that’s important. 

But so too, the challenges are great. It’s highly unlikely that peo-
ple can reasonably expect to learn everything they’ll need to be suc-
cessful in their careers during “school years.” How would you
advise them? What would you do if you were in their position? Life-
long learning is no longer a luxury; it’s now a requirement for sur-
vival. Most people cannot possess all the knowledge required to
perform their work. If we truly aspire to high performance, we need
to be continually learning and benefiting from the knowledge of
others.

Most of all, the 21st century has brought us many challenges and
many opportunities for leadership. Leadership can no longer be
restricted to a select few who are given special power and author-
ity. Each of us must be involved in order to fully use the knowl-
edge and information that form the bedrock of work life in the
high-tech new world of the third millennium. Self-leadership is the
key to enhancing the learning that is necessary to enable us to meet
the challenges of this information-rich and knowledge-based era.
And SuperLeadership provides the tools for leaders to be able to cre-
ate this self-leadership in others. A good illustration of many of
these features is provided by the high-performance practices of
Nokia.
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Nokia has now passed Motorola to become the leading seller of mobile

phones.2 By most measures of financial performance, Nokia has been an amaz-

ing success—in 1999 Nokia led market share with 27 percent and the highest

European stock market value, and was named by Business Week as the number

one information technology company in the world.3Yet, this technology-leading

company is a 135-year-old corporation located in the small northern country

of Finland. Despite its age and tradition, Nokia seems to be able to innovate

again and again with products that lead the market.

Fortune magazine describes Nokia as perhaps the “least hierarchical big com-

pany in the world.”According to Fortune, much of the credit for the remarkable

performance of Nokia lies in the philosophy of empowerment fostered and

encouraged by their CEO, Jorma Ollila.The Nokia way of doing things is espe-

cially team-oriented, starting at the top.Almost every decision of importance is

vested in some type of team. According to Matti Alahuhta, head of mobile

phones,“The objective is to always have decisions made by the people who have

the best knowledge.”4

To outsiders, this form of organization sometimes seems to be totally con-

fused—sort of a “who’s in charge?” type of syndrome.Yet, to insiders who have

become accustomed to the Nokia culture, the process seems to be creative and

effective. “People who join Nokia spend a few months trying to figure it out,”

according to Kevin Knowles, an American manager at Nokia’s U.S. headquarters.

“You really have to figure out a network of people to get things done.”Tony

Mitchell, a Nokia manager located in Texas, describes the Nokia culture as a sys-

tem of shared values. “[It’s] unique to Nokia—the freedom a group is allowed

to take. There are certain shared systems we keep as standard, but you’re

allowed to be creative.”

Nokia has a unique method of bottom-up strategic planning. Nokia people

start each year with gatherings all over the world.Their purpose is to creatively

reexamine Nokia’s priorities.The result of their deliberations is communicated
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upward to the top management team, who use this information to reevaluate

the strategic vision for the company.The cycle is complete when this vision is dif-

fused back throughout the company through management presentations.

Most of all, CEO Ollila provides a model of SuperLeadership in the way he

organizes the top management team. The five top executives have worked

together for a significant period. Many see the five as an inseparable unit.

But the glue that holds the team together seems to be Ollila, who has a

unique way of running Nokia—that is, he lets other people run it.The results are 

obvious—a world-class company that leads in creativity, entrepreneurship, and

personal responsibility. Ollila has his own unique method for promoting self-

leadership.

SuperLeadership is radically unlike the classic stereotypes of
strong leadership. The profiles we have presented provide only
glimpses of the many ways that the SuperLeadership approach has
been pursued by current and past leaders in many different facets of
society. And SuperLeadership is a process that can be learned, that
is not restricted to a few “special” individuals who are born to be
great. Granted, some seem to have more to learn than others. But
in the end, all of us typically want to move toward a new, more
effective leadership.

First, SuperLeaders master self-leadership for themselves. Then
they encourage and model it for others. They facilitate employee
self-set-goals and reward effective self-leadership when it does
occur. Overall, they create and nurture systems that allow team-
work and a holistic self-leadership culture to flourish. SuperLead-
ership unleashes increased employee performance and innovation
that is rooted in enhanced commitment, motivation, and employee
creativity.

LEADERSHIP.COM

One point is clear: the rapidly changing technology of the 21st cen-
tury is creating structures that call for new forms of leadership. The
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most remarkable change is the way information and communica-
tion can be conveyed. The information revolution is well under-
way, but we are only beginning to emerge into the “wireless” phase
of that revolution. All of us now have the option of being “con-
nected” no matter where we are and no matter when it is.

The availability of information creates special opportunities for
self-leadership. The Internet, for example, has amply demonstrated
how information can create prospects for self-organizing systems.
The Linux computer operating system is an example of how infor-
mation has created a self-sustaining system. Linux is an ongoing
collaboration of thousands of software writers who make individual
bottom-up contributions to evolve the Linux system. The avail-
ability of open information makes this sort of system feasible.
While Linux is a between-organizations system, SuperLeaders can
create within-organization self-organizing systems through the cre-
ative use of information networks. The need for traditional hierar-
chy is dead. Information makes true self-leadership possible.

Q: When you are a knowledge worker, when do you work?
A: As long as you have your brain with you, you are working.

—Ragnihild Sohlberg5

What does this amazing change in technology mean in terms of
leadership? On the one hand, one could imagine a world where
Strongman leadership becomes feasible in the extreme. We know,
for example, that privacy is gone and that finely grained surveillance
can be implemented. If desired, the technology exists for leaders to
watch and control their followers in almost every waking moment.

Yet an opposite type of scenario is also feasible and, we believe,
more likely. That is, people are more likely to be operating on their
own. We see trends such as “distributed” work, where people are
not located together—working at home, virtual teams. In essence
the relationship between a leader and followers is likely to be less
dependent on physical presence.

In these cases, the functions that used to be served by organiza-
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tional hierarchy can be replaced by information networks and
empowered employees. Coordination, communication, and access
to information can be available to all, and—providing they have the
education, skill, training, and capability—authority can also be dis-
tributed. That is, we believe the information revolution will fuel
the trend to an empowered organization where authority is widely
distributed to all parts and all levels.

There are several advantages to fostering an empowered 
organization:

➧ Technology is moving fast—it’s likely that your followers
know more about technological advances than you do.

➧ You can’t always be there to watch your followers.

➧ Followers can move faster and more effectively if they talk to
each other without having to “clear” things through you.

➧ Speed of response is improved—empowered followers can
respond to customers or changes without waiting for you.

➧ Flexibility is improved.

➧ Creativity is improved—people may do it in a different way.

Of course, there are some concomitant disadvantages:

➧ If there is one “best” way of doing it, there are likely to be
more deviations.

➧ It may, at times, just seem like chaos.

➧ It can give one the feeling that everything is out of control.

SuperLeadership is ideally suited for the information revolution.
Followers expect SuperLeadership; indeed, they demand it. Infor-
mation becomes a type of “substitute” for traditional leadership.
With information and networking, traditional leadership as repre-
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sented by the organizational hierarchy is not required. The new
SuperLeadership employs a form of active leadership that concen-
trates on developing the self-leadership capabilities of followers so
that they can truly take advantage of the information revolution.

BEYOND WINDOW DRESSING:
REAL SELF-LEADERSHIP ON THE FRONT LINES

True SuperLeaders clearly communicate that initiative and self-
direction are not only wanted but expected. Getting this message
out is a key component of the SuperLeader’s job. Unfortunately,
what on the surface looks like an effort to encourage self-leader-
ship can sometimes turn out to be mere window dressing unless it
is supported by a sincere commitment to advanced levels of
empowerment throughout the organization. The following example
illustrates this risk. 

A few years ago, one of the major international hotel chains with
headquarters in the U.S. developed a new policy to guide decision
making throughout their far-flung worldwide operations. According
to this new policy, the intention was to push actual decisions to
the lowest level possible. In theory this meant that the critical deci-
sions of when and where to open a new property should be made
within the appropriate geographical region rather than U.S. head-
quarters. The major purpose of this well-intentioned change was to
provide more timely decisions that were not retarded by commu-
nication delays up and down the vertical hierarchy. 

The essential question, however, is whether self-leadership
becomes a matter of rhetoric or a matter of practice. While the fol-
lowing incident is entirely a figment of our own imagination, it is
based on some actual knowledge of the past culture of this giant
international corporation. We could imagine the following conver-
sation taking place:

Jonathan gazed out over the magnificent view of the harbor from his office high

in the skyscraper located on Hong Kong Island. Despite seeing the view for
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almost five years, he still was occasionally amazed at the busy traffic between the

island and the Kowloon section on the other side. Jonathan was vice president

of Far East operations for the corporation. One of his responsibilities was to

oversee the development of new properties in Asia, especially the rapidly devel-

oping market for Western-style hotels in the People’s Republic of China.

He turned to Francine Chung, the director of development for Far East prop-

erties. “Look at this new policy statement,” he said. “According to this, decision

making is to be pushed out into the geographical regions.Theoretically, we have

full authority to make the new development decisions for Asia.”

“Great!” replied Francine.“We should be able to move a little faster.We have

had considerable trouble getting approvals from headquarters for our plans.

And our competition is clearly moving fast.”

“In fact,” she continued,“why don’t we start the new contracts for the prop-

erty near the new airport in Shanghai.We definitely know we want it and if we

don’t move, our competitor will beat us in.”

“Well,” mused Jonathan,“let’s not get out ahead of ourselves. I’ve learned one

thing about this company over the years, sometimes the hard way. It’s one thing

to say I have the authority—it’s another thing when it comes to really exercis-

ing that authority.”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” said Francine.

“It works like this.Theoretically, I may have the authority for a certain decision.

But in the past I’ve learned that if I go ahead and make that decision and then—

after the fact—my boss doesn’t like it, I find my rear end in deep trouble.”

“In fact,” he continued,“over the years I’ve learned to do it this way—that is,

don’t actually make the decision until it’s been cleared by my boss. Of course

what this really means is that I’m not really making the decision.”

“Yeah,” said Francine, with a bit of sarcasm, “but your boss does the same

thing. And the reality is that no decision really gets made except at headquar-

ters—and that’s why it takes so long!”
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“Now you’ve got it,” said Jonathan. “I know you want to move on Shanghai

but first we need to make sure that we have the go-ahead from headquarters.”

“The more things change, the more things stay the same,” replied Francine.

The main point to this story should be clear—one can theoretically
promote self-leadership through policy pronouncements, but it’s the
behavior itself that really makes the difference. In the case of this
hotel giant, decisions will not actually be decentralized until things
move beyond carefully selected language in policy statements, to the
point that “headquarters” says, “This is your decision—make it!”

“To compete . . . companies must tend to their knowledge 
workers as a farmer tends to his land.”

—Charles Fishman6

SuperLeadership is not just rhetoric, it is action oriented. Super-
Leadership is only “super” if the strength, knowledge, and creativity
of the knowledge workers of the information age are unleashed. Self-
leadership becomes the norm instead of the exception. The Super-
Leader’s “strength of ten and more” is rooted in the self-leadership of
others. This means “clearing things with bosses” and “rear protect-
ing” is exchanged for empowerment, speed, and commitment. No
more waiting for the boss to make a decision . . . everyone’s a leader!

Moreover, SuperLeadership is sustainable. Consider the case of
the Consolidated Diesel Co. facility at Whitakers, N.C., a joint ven-
ture between Cummins Engine and J.I. Case Corp.:

Formed in 1980 as a joint venture between Cummins Engine Co. and J.I.
Case Corp., Consolidated Diesel’s plant represents an ongoing social
experiment that poses a deceptively simple question:Will granting peo-
ple an extraordinary level of responsibility allow them to achieve an
extraordinary level of performance?

After 19 years, the same answer keeps coming back:Yes !7
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SUPERLEADERSHIP AT ITS ESSENCE

So what is the essential message of The New SuperLeadership? If we
forget everything else, what must we remember? Here is our sum-
mary, or what we call:
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THE SUPERLEADERSHIP SURVIVAL GUIDE

What is Leadership?

➧ Leadership is influence, especially influence of the behav-
ior and thoughts of others. For people in organizations,
leadership especially means influencing their performance.

➧ Leadership can be brought to bear in many ways. Among
the most prominent types of leadership are these three:
Strongman (authoritarian), Transactor (rewarding), and
Visionary Hero (inspiring).

➧ Each of these types of leadership has unique advantages
and disadvantages. A real leader might use all types at
different times.

What is Self-Leadership 
and why is it so important? 

➧ The main source of influence comes from within. We call
this self-leadership—the influence that we direct toward
ourselves to organize and motivate our own behavior,
thoughts, and performance.

➧ Self-leadership is not something we are born with. Each
of us can learn to be a better self-leader.

➧ Self-leadership can be implemented by influencing one’s
own: (1) behavior and actions, (2) natural rewards, and (3)
mind and thoughts (see the specific self-leadership strate-
gies of chapters 4, 5, and 6).
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What is SuperLeadership and what 
does it have to do with self-leadership?

➧ Leaders can influence the self-leadership of others. That is,
they can stimulate followers to be self-leaders. We call
this SuperLeadership—leading others to lead themselves.
It’s a form of empowerment.

➧ SuperLeadership involves leading others to influence their
own behavior and performance. The primary aim of
SuperLeadership is the development, mentoring, and
unleashing of the capability of followers. It is an active
form of leadership.

➧ A SuperLeader empowers, coaches, teaches, rewards, and
arranges circumstances to enable followers to lead them-
selves and enhance their own performance.

➧ SuperLeadership can be expressed at three levels: toward
the individual, the team, and the organizational culture.

How can SuperLeadership be put into practice 
to bring out self-leadership in others?

➧ SuperLeaders promote self-leadership by listening more
and talking less; asking more questions and giving fewer
answers; encouraging more learning and using less pun-
ishment; encouraging more teamwork and discouraging
infighting; fostering more initiative and creativity and less
conformity; and so forth.

➧ SuperLeaders choose their behavior with a persistent
intention to create independence and interdependence and
to avoid creating dependence.



➧ SuperLeaders serve as living models of dynamic self-lead-
ership and reinforce others to take responsibility and to
lead themselves.

➧ SuperLeaders gain the strength of many (the strength to be
SuperLeaders) by striving to turn so-called followers into
self-leaders who bring their full talents, experience, and
capability to their work. 
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The bottom line is that none of us can become “super” as a leader
on our own. Leaders unleash and gain the strength of many by lead-
ing others to lead themselves. In the process they experience a
metamorphosis—they become SuperLeaders.

SEARCHING: NOT FOR HEROIC LEADERS

BUT FOR HERO-MAKERS

SuperLeadership offers the most viable approach for establishing
exceptional self-leaders in the workplace in this modern age. In
today’s world, compliance from followers is not enough. Leading
others to lead themselves is the key to tapping the intelligence, the
spirit, the creativity, the commitment, and most of all the tremen-
dous, unique potential of each person.

Our perspective is straightforward. Any aspiring SuperLeader can
choose no better strategy than nurturing and harvesting the vast
capabilities of those who surround them. SuperLeadership means
tapping into a power of employee capability that transcends the
imagination. This book has been written for those who wish to
become SuperLeaders by discovering how to lead others to lead
themselves.

It is time to transcend the notion of leaders as heroes and to focus
instead on leaders as hero-makers. Is the spotlight on the leader, or
on the follower? If you want to be a great leader of others, first learn
to lead yourself. Then encourage and help others to do the same,
and reward them when they break the bonds of dependency. All
the while, you will be creating a culture of exceptional achieve-



ment based on exceptional self-leaders. That’s the simple message
of this book. True SuperLeadership is not about attracting the admi-
ration of others with great charisma and vision. That approach only
increases the attention on the leader at the expense of all the oth-
ers. Instead, the object is to develop so-called followers into
dynamic self-leaders that are inspired by their own potential and
effectiveness.

It is time to transcend the notion of leaders as heroes 
and to focus instead on leaders as hero-makers.

In fact, so-called charismatic or transformational leaders too often
turn out to be a smoothed-out version of the dictatorial, autocratic
leaders of past generations—leaders who bend the will of others to
their own, not by threat or fear but by capitalizing on an artificial
sense of the leader’s greatness or superiority. Visionary, charismatic
leaders who possess a broad view of the organization and its envi-
ronment can be very important, especially in the short term during
a crisis or major organizational change, and particularly in cases of
disarray, where the organizational culture has lost its direction and
sense of competence. Iacocca at Chrysler and Jobs at Apple did won-
ders as their organizations teetered on the brink of collapse. But in
the long run, overemphasizing visionary or charismatic leadership
can foster a dependence that can actually weaken the system. 

Is the spotlight on the leader, 
or on the achievements of others?

Visionary leadership based on charisma can create a system that
is not able to function in the absence of the leader, a system that
collapses like a house of cards when the leader moves on. With
charismatic leadership, the power and vision are vested in the
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leader, so the followers become as empty vessels. But with Super-
Leadership, the power and the vision rest in the followers. The so-
called followers stand as strong pillars of self-leadership that
support the overall system for the long haul.

We are talking about a new breed of leader, a SuperLeader. . . .
To find them simply look at their followers. 
SuperLeaders have SuperFollowers.

In the end, we are talking about a new breed of leader, a Super-
Leader, one that turns leadership inside out, upside down, and lit-
erally on its ear. To discover this new breed of leader, a person must
simply look—not at the leader, but at the followers. SuperLeaders
have SuperFollowers who are dynamic self-leaders. SuperLeaders
are not heroes, they are hero-makers. And these ideas are not really
new. They are based on the wisdom of the ages. Perhaps they were
most effectively expressed in a poem by Lao Tzu, a sixth-century
B.C. Chinese philosopher. We quoted these words at the beginning.
So, as a fitting close to our book, we end by again offering these
words as a gift to you, the SuperLeaders of tomorrow.

A leader is best

When people barely know he exists,

Not so good when people obey and acclaim him,

Worse when they despise him.

But of a good leader, who talks little,

When his work is done, his aim fulfilled,

They will say:

We did it ourselves.

—Lao Tzu
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