
The Achilles Heel of the Leader:
the psychology of making global leaders

Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries
Raoul de Vitry d’Avaucourt Clinical Professor
of Leadership Development
Director INSEAD Global Leadership Centre

Abu Dhabi Leadership Summit
January 2010



The Achilles Heel of the Global Leader:
what about their darker side?

���� Are leaders rational thinkers?

���� Are leaders irresponsible
(clueless/ greedy/ “idiots”)?

���� Are leaders happy people/
vulnerable?
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� What can be done to develop authentizotic leaders?



Findings of Psychoanalysis, Neuroscience, 
& 

Networking Theory

� Human behavior is much
less rational than
has been assumed

� Conventional teaching 
in fields such as 
economics and 
management may
be obsolete

� We need to pay greater attention 
to out-of-awareness behavior
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• Reflects salary, bonus, stock, and options valued at grant date for CEOs in the S & P 500.
• SOURCE: Kevin Murphy, USC; US Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Are CEOs Idiots?

CEOs of large US corporations make 
25-45 times the salary of Barack Obama!

Have bankers learned anything?

Not really! Clueless….

Greedy? Irresponsible…… ?



BUT HOW ARE LEADERS PERCEIVED?
Most admired

Used car salesmen
Telemarketers
Politicians
CEOs
Real estate agents
Lawyers
Sex workers
Insurance salesmen
BANKERS
Psychics/ astrologers

Nurses
Veterinarians
Firefighters
Pharmacists
Pilots
Medical doctors
School teachers
Engineers
Judges
Academics

*Gallup Poll/ Reader’s Digest (Australia)/ MORI Soc ial Research Institute

Bottom Ten
Professions

Top Ten 
Professions*



REASONS:
1. Unwillingness to exercise authority

conflict avoidance
pervasive need to be liked

3. Micromanagement
preoccupation with detail

2. Tyrannizing subordinates
abrasive behavior

Failure Factors in Leadership:
Base rate for leadership incompetence: 40-50 %

4. Narcissistic behavior

© Manfred Kets de Vries, INSEAD, France, Singapore & Abu Dhabi



Transformed
narcissism

can contribute to:

leadership
creativity

humor
empathy
wisdom



Are Leaders Happy People?

���� Sense of self-acceptance

� Sense of control over their life
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� Positive relations with others

� Feeling of personal growth

� Sense of meaning

WHAT IS NEEDED FOR HAPPINESS:



INSEAD Global Leadership Center (IGLC)

VISION: Creating authentizotic 
organizations:

better places to work/ 
developing global leaders!

IGLC delivers leadership 
group coaching to 2500 

executives a year in Europe, 
Singapore & Abu Dhabi!

Clinical Paradigm:

���� All behavior has meaning: unconscious motivation!

� Becoming emotional intelligent!

© Manfred Kets de Vries, INSEAD, France, Singapore &  Abu Dhabi.



Authentizotic Leaders: Essentials 

���� Providing focus/ vision/ hope

� Honesty and integrity/ 
to be trusted

��� � walking the talk
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� The ability to motivate 
others: understanding
people’s inner theatre

� Decisiveness/ courage
��� � the ability to handle crisis 

situations



Leadership Development:
General Observations

���� Action Learning/ Stretch Assignments
��� � strong involvement by senior executives
��� � the leader as “coach”

���� Self-Assessment

���� Shadowing/ Role Modeling
��� � the apprenticeship model
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� Using narrative
��� � telling stories
��� � listening to stories

� Using feelings
��� � “using yourself as an 

instrument”

� Using and dreams 
and fantasies

Creating Authentizotic LeadersCreating Authentizotic Leaders
““ To Know the Others, First Know YourselfTo Know the Others, First Know Yourself ””
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Listening with the Third Ear:

While not ignoring the content of what the other pe rson
is saying, ask yourself: 

How do I feel listening to the other person/ what i s he/ she doing to me?

��� � Am I truly engaged?

��� � Do I feel bored?

��� � Do I feel comfortable?

��� � Do I feel uneasy?
��� � Do I feel in control?

��� � Do I feel confused?

��� � Am I getting irritated/ angry?

��� � Do I feel seduced?

What do I find disturbing in my relationship with t his person?
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Being a reflective practitio
ner:

‘Being on the dance flo
or’ versus ‘being on the balcony!’



� Using narrative
��� � telling stories
��� � listening to stories

� Using feelings
��� � “using yourself as an instrument”

� Using and dreams and fantasies

Creating Authentizotic LeadersCreating Authentizotic Leaders
““ To Know the Others, First Know YourselfTo Know the Others, First Know Yourself ””
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� Using multi-party feedback instruments



How to Make Global, Complex, 
Diverse Organizations Really Work?

� We need to create boundaryless 
organizations
��� � breaking down the silos
� managing lateral relationships

� We need to create high performance 
(diverse/ virtual) teams

� We need to create collaborative/ 
coaching leadership

��� � the demise of “heroic” leadership © Manfred Kets de Vries, INSEAD. All rights reserved .

� From Command/ Control/ Compartmentalization to 
Interaction/ Information/ Innovation



Building Trust
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Openness
Honesty

Active listening
Consistency
Competence

Fairness
Integrity

Mutual respect
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Middle Eastern Leadership Style:
Leadership in Transition

� From command control/ top down 
to more participation

��� � unlocking employees’ full potential
��� � being better at team work

� From generation X to Generation Y
��� � more socially responsible, idealistic, optimistic, 

flexible, and more technologically savvy
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� From family business to global business
Very high level of stress!



Over-estimating

High level of stress



THE BEST ORGANIZATIONS TO WORK FOR:
Leader Behavior in Authentizotic Organizations

Advice 4: Create “stretch” for your people/ be supportive
about their personal growth and development
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Advice 5: Be encouraging/ give recognition and praise

Advice 6: Don’t use the “mushroom treatment”: keep your people informed/ create 
meaning

Advice 7: Give constructive feedback up front: make clear
what you expect from your people

Advice 8: Get rid of the narcissists: from “me” to “we”

Advice 1: Take time to listen to your employees/ make
their opinions count

Advice 2: Care about your employees and help them when 
they have personal problems

Advice 3: Walk the talk: set a good example

Most p
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A leader is best
When people barely know he exists,
Not so good when people obey and 
acclaim him,
Worst when they despise him.
Fail to honor people,
They will fail to honor you.
But of a good leader, who talks little,
When his work is done, his aim fulfilled,
They will all say, “we did this ourselves.”

Lao-Tsu The Way of Life 604 BC

True leadership requires the courage to make

decisions that will benefit the next generation!

You don’t really want to be the richest

person in the graveyard, do you?




