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‘Success — a
leadership trap

Success can be a curse rather than a blessing for leaders if they become

complacent about th

careful examination
of successful leaders
reveals that they are
able to adjust their
behaviour to the
requirements of the time.
If success is to be sustainable,
[]1|; ||_';|d|;':|’ must be able to .Id_-lllht
his behaviour according o the
demands of each situation to which
he is exposed. It is eritical to be
able 1o anticipate when a situation
calls for new attitudes, new
assumptions and related behaviours
and to have the courage to change
despite the fact thar such risks
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will inevitably require swimming
against the tide.

There are some highly visible
examples. Look at Michael
Diell, who had the courage to

recognise that success in today’s
personal computer market is not
about mass production but mass

customisation. He recognises the

impaortanoe of :|,{|ia:|'-.:i|'|_;_'; behaviour

to focus on building a I‘l.'|.|[|l'l|1r~hi|"'

with the individual customer.
Similarly, Richard Branson,

ar the Virgin Group, rec

that power has shifved from the

rIises

swwoducer to the consumer and
I

leadership behaviour must
reflect thar,

ir performance, say Pierre Casse and Eoin Banahan

Leaders like Diell, Branson and
Steve Jobs at Apple are successful
now because they are responding
to the requirements of the time. So
|q||'|:_: as they continue to do S0, 1hl.".'.'
increase their chances of success.

Indeed many leaders are able to
do so at least once in their career.
They catch the wave and revel
in the § ;.
But then, almost inevitably, they
fall into the trap: the sweet taste

ry that success bri

of success dulls their senses and
they begin to believe they are
somehaow invineible, Tll-:'_\ remain
in a leadership mode that proves
:.r'u;l,p|:-r|'-|'-ri.|ll.'. unsuccesstul and
ultimately destructive, leading
eventually to their own demise.
Lets \'nr'.-;iu,i.!_'r Iﬁu; '.:\.'Pin.".'l] PrOCESs
through which many leaders
progress, Although simple
extremely subtle and destruetive. It
involves these three critical steps:

1 The leader faces a challenging
situation and TL':'cl;I'liﬂ.':-‘ the
need for different attitudes and
behaviours that will effectively
address the requirements in
order to turn the situation
around

2 As a result of the leaders actions,
the chall

e s *-|Il.'|.';"-i'~|l.l'|]_‘-
addressed and the situation is
transformed. Crisis is averned
and the leader is praised for his
acurnen and initiative
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lers forger that

3 Many le
the situation has now been

|';I,'I"\-|.I:II'II'I,'I_:. il'u ':I'II.':'.' P | I'i':ll'l\ al

as 2 result, new attitudes and

1AVIEUINS AT NOW NECessary i;.

they are to build on

heir suc

for the longer term. Instead, they

persist w widated behaviours,
|

that what

Iy beliey

AP

has o wed successful in the g
will continue to be so. They
are struck down by the curse of

!l.':ll'.l.'."«l'u::'.'l SUCCESS.

Let's consider three all-too-
common illustrations of the curse

of leadership success in action

The coaching that went too well

A leader has invested time and

CI mn n.'l".l.«.I'E"l: i b |||1'||'|"|.'|

['he leader Tl.'l\."\-l'.'_'ll""L'\.I the team

members potential, had faith in his

abilities but identibied dehiciencies
il' -||i'\- i!".-C'I o COIpDEen

The ,.:||1.|-:-.|r i |

LL wed such a success that the team

member h: FTOAWTY, I:I' 15 NOAY

ready to stand on -'II'\- T TV teer

and mewve forward alone.

However, the leader can't let

“rEists in |'-|.|l. ing the

I.'I'\I.I.\,Ili |8 I(I!I' |.| II.I'\- |'|.':'|.-C'I\.I Lk

successful thus far; why ch:

now? He is overdoing it and, as a
result, the team member is upset
;\I'I'.III'\-I' :":I.' I :'I'\- EI'.' \.1' I|."-'.'|.| TrLst

him enowgh o let him fly solo

In such a case, the ream

T
member has two choices: ¢

l\.llI:.-'.'l"'llr' r.il‘:' I‘:'.II\.II\.'l .I|I|| :'IZ

now his behaviour

|||_||-|-|..-_|-:;_'_;- given the new

WiAnaL Eranr

i, for the sake nr' peace

simat
and nguillity, he accepts his

|"!.'| sisient -!"'\.'I'I.Il.i'.l:!'.' .::'|a.| |":""|_.l:'l"-

himself to being over-coached.

The leader who has lost it
A leader has proved very effective
in managing his business unit

and veam. He took over a few

months earlier and evervbody at
|I|-_' top II“_.tll;_ \_-\.III:I\.III\' I'I.I'- ocen
impressed by how quickly he has

I in and come to terms with

settl

the demands of his 1

Ser

I '.II.III.I.:
".'-il-” I':" SUCCCSS ..'.I,I i'\- |I\.Iil'\-i-\.|:'IiI::_'

FlveEs

him as a potential h

However, lately it seems that

r has gone wrong.

= .I'.I'\-|.I|\|l\.' I.:'IL'

cor I'Ill, Il,".'“'l,' Whal I 1 '.‘u'I | i I | :' [ ‘i | F L FH I e

lll'\.';‘-ir'“‘- SOEMS o I'.l'.'{' l"-.ll'l I':!:":'!.I
His manay

late and his team members are

Crment ‘-'l.|"-|||‘1 re

ru-l::l_'l!.lil:il': r|1.|| .':l.- 15 N JVITIE
enough time and attention to their

1ssues and concerns
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Everyone is puzzled and wonders
how such a good leader can lose it

50 qui.dd}r and so -;:c:-mpll:h:]}r.

The successful turmaround

The situation is bad and requires
some tough decisions and drastic
actions. A leader has been
appointed by top management
to deal with the crisis. He is a
turnaround leader: someone who
is used to dealing with highly
ambiguous situations requiring
quick thinking and a commitment
to action, He can act mil:tl_'!.' and
has the courage to act brutally, if
the situation requires it.

After a few months, it becomes
clear that the situation is better.
The erisis has been addressed
and the actions of the leader
have proved a huge success. Top
management has acknowledged
his outstanding performance and
asked him 1o ease up and adjust his
approach to the requirements of
the new stable situation.

But it seems that he cannot do it.
He is a turnaround leader and will
remain so since this is what has
browght him success thus far. He
cannot see why he should change
whart has been a winning

Despite what they may
think, they have not found
the secret of alchemy

What these three scenarios

| illustrate is thar at the heart of the

curse of leadership success lies the
following three critical maladies:
« Self-delusion

= Complacency

* Ego trip.
Seli-delusion

Leaders pereeive success as a
confirmation of their wisdom and
know-how. It is proof positive
thar they have what it takes. They
floar high on a cloud of hype and
hyperbole. They revel in the glory
of their own making. They have
made it and there is no question
that they deserve the recognition
that success brings them,

The problem is thar, although it
may be true that their behaviour
has brought them swccess this
time, they invariably fail to realise
that success today is no guarantee
of success tomorrow. Despite

what they may think, they have
not found the secret of alchemy.
Mereover, what worked well in

one SitUAton Can Prove i sevene
handicap in a different one.

This self-delusion can be
detrimental. For instance, the
leader may begin to believe in his
invincibility and, as a resulr, reject
those who disagree or dissent. He
surrounds himself with a ‘clique’ of
people whe agree with everything
he says and does, thus fuelling
the self-delusion ever further. He
becomes insulated from reality and
ever more convinced that reality is
the way it is because that is the way
he wants it to be.

If such aetitudes and behaviour
persist, the endgame is unavoidable
as the leader hurtles headlong
towards his inevitable doom.

Complacency
The successful leader does not

think it necessary to challenge his
basic assumptions. He feeds on his
success and feels comfortable with
the stafus quo. Everything is as it
should be and will remain so, or so
he thinks.

Such complacency can lead to
some major disasters, particularly
if the successful leader has been
rewarded with more power. To
challenge him is difficult, risky and,
in many cases, useless, He is the
only onc who really knows and it's
his way, or the highway.

Ego trip
It is often the case that deep down
inside, and sometimes it is not so
deep inside, the leader knows he
should change. He is clever enough
to be aware of the new balance
in the situation and the need 1o
re=invent himself but that requines
actions that can be very difficult
for the leader who has been the
origin of a big success.
He will have to admit that:
* What worked in the past is no
longer valid
+ He is lost and does not have the
NEW ANSWers
* He needs help.
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To admit such truths is an assault
on the leader’s ego, made all the
| more severe if he has decided to
progress up the ladder on the basis
of his past success.

The curse of leadership
success and you
Are you suffering from the curse
of leadership sucoess? Here is a
simple self-assessment exercise
(right) that can give you an idea
of your tolerance to success. It’s
purely subjective so, whatever the
outcome, you will have to decide if,
and how, it may apply to you. The
purpose of the exercise is to give
you food for thoughe.

Please answer each question in
the table above with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
Be honest with yourself.

| De-briefing

Pnﬂﬁk ame (15 yes or mere):

This is a really good position

to be in. In fact, it may be too
good. There is a chance that you
are overdoing it and challenging
yourself, and others, in such a
systematic and constant way that
it has become counter-productive.
The environment that you create
is highly ambiguous and unstable.
A minimum of stability is always
required in any leadership situation
— the art of leadership is to decide
what to change and what nee to

change

Profile twe (eight to 14 yes):

This could imply that you are able
to question your own behaviour
and change it even when the
situation looks good. The risk of
such an attitude could be that you
are perceived by those around you
a5 hesitant and undecided. It is
critical, then, that you ensure your
partners and associates understand
why you are doing what you are
doing, including ‘fixing it when it is
not broken'.

Prafile three (one to sever yesk:
Either you have never been
successful (and therefore have
never experienced the success trap)
or you have a natural aversion to

| a;dj,:lsﬁng your behaviour to new

1 | Am humble Mmlmnlm a contest

Challenge myself regularty and sﬁm@cuw

Dnrmwmuhalmpmplavﬁmnwﬂmmssstﬂrias

Play it down when achieving my objectives

_mnrmmrmslumﬂmmcuqmﬂmmwm;amcaﬁﬂﬁmpﬂ

Like to learn from a good action

__Enmralmumngmyﬂﬁ

2

3

q

5

& | Am open to ideas that are different to mine
=

a_

9

Am not afraid of facing the unknown

10 Kaﬂp_ln'ﬂtlr!g pa_nplem disagree with me

11 | Know that a good accomplishment today is not a guarantee of

| BUCCESS for tomaomrow

12 | Realise that success can be source of mmpluuan-:f

13 . Do not believe that winning once |5gmd enaugh

14 Have no major problem with bad news

15 | Realise that success does not last (for ever)
16 | Feel uncomfortable when things go too smoathly

18 | Am not afraid of losing face

17 l.‘.an face my mistakes npmil,' and mrrdullp

19 | Like to celebrate a success and move uﬂuif\rqa.uﬂhr Ifmwm

20 | Think that success is a very relative thing anyway

requirements. You believe that
what's good today will always be
good. Be careful - a reluctance to

question your assumptions could
cost you dearly.

Managing success
Success is not bad in itself. Ir's the
way it is perceived and built upon
by the leader that eounts. Leaders
who have been successful over
time develop a set of practical ways
to cope with success:
* They recognise that it is
not an end in itself but a |
by-product of something much
maore important, namely the
contribution they, and others,
mike to creating a better world
* They understand thar it is a
collaborative achievemnent. |
Although the right ideas may
have originated from them,
others were involved in their
development and execution, and
deserve credit too

= They take the praise and
adulation with a grain of salt and
recognise their good fortune and

ege for what it is

= They are flexible and open to
question and suggestion. They
are the leaders of a fast-changing
world. Their motto is 'success is

just another challenge’,

In conclusion, although experience
shows that there is an inherent
danger in success of which leaders
should be aware, they should

| welcome it as an opportunity

to reassess their attitudes and
behaviours, and use it as a
springboard for new ways of
thinking and behaving, ®

Pierre Casse is professor of leadership at
the Mescow School of Management; he can
be contacted wvis www.skolkovoru. Esin
Banahan is associate professor of human
rasources management at the Audencsa
Schoal of Management, France; he can be
contacted via www.audencia.com
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