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which precise leadership behaviors yield
positive results. Leadership experts prof-
fer advice based on inference, experience,
and instinct. Sometimes that advice is

right on target; sometimes it’s not.
But new research by the consulting firm Hay/

McBer, which draws on a random sample of 3,871
executives selected from a database of more than
20,000 executives worldwide, takes much of the
mystery out of effective leadership. The research
found six distinct leadership styles, each springing
from different components of emotional intelli-
gence. The styles, taken individually, appear to have
a direct and unique impact on the working atmo-
sphere of a company, division, or team, and in turn,
on its financial performance. And perhaps most
important, the research indicates that leaders with
the best results do not rely on only one leadership
style; they use most of them in a given week –seam-
lessly and in different measure – depending on the

sk any group of businesspeople 
the question “What do effective 
leaders do?” and you’ll hear a

sweep of answers. Leaders set strategy;
they motivate; they create a mission; they build a
culture. Then ask “What should leaders do?” If the
group is seasoned, you’ll likely hear one response:
the leader’s singular job is to get results. 

But how? The mystery of what leaders can and
ought to do in order to spark the best performance
from their people is age-old. In recent years, that
mystery has spawned an entire cottage industry:
literally thousands of “leadership experts” have
made careers of testing and coaching executives, all
in pursuit of creating businesspeople who can turn
bold objectives –be they strategic, financial, organi-
zational, or all three –into reality. 

Still, effective leadership eludes many people and
organizations. One reason is that until recently, vir-
tually no quantitative research has demonstrated
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New research suggests

that the most effective executives

use a collection of distinct leadership styles –

each in the right measure, at just the right time. 

Such flexibility is tough to put into action, but it pays

off in performance. And better yet,

it can be learned.
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business situation. Imagine the styles, then, as the
array of clubs in a golf pro’s bag. Over the course of a
game, the pro picks and chooses clubs based on the
demands of the shot. Sometimes he has to ponder
his selection, but usually it is automatic. The pro
senses the challenge ahead, swiftly pulls out the
right tool, and elegantly puts it to work. That’s how
high-impact leaders operate, too.

What are the six styles of leadership? None will
shock workplace veterans. Indeed, each style, by
name and brief description alone, will likely res-
onate with anyone who leads, is led, or as is the case
with most of us, does both. Coercive leaders de-
mand immediate compliance. Authoritative lead-
ers mobilize people toward a vision. Affiliative
leaders create emotional bonds and harmony. De-
mocratic leaders build consensus through partici-
pation. Pacesetting leaders expect excellence and
self-direction. And coaching leaders develop people
for the future.

Close your eyes and you can surely imagine a col-
league who uses any one of these styles. You most
likely use at least one yourself. What is new in this
research, then, is its implications for action. First, it
offers a fine-grained understanding of how different
leadership styles affect performance and results.
Second, it offers clear guidance on when a manager
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Self-Management

" Self-control: the ability to 

keep disruptive emotions

and impulses under control.

" Trustworthiness: a 

consistent display of 

honesty and integrity.

" Conscientiousness: the abili-

ty to manage yourself and

your responsibilities.

" Adaptability: skill at adjust-

ing to changing situations

and overcoming obstacles.

" Achievement orientation:
the drive to meet an inter-

nal standard of excellence.

" Initiative: a readiness to 

seize opportunities.

Self-Awareness

" Emotional self-awareness:
the ability to read and

understand your emo-

tions as well as recognize

their impact on work

performance, relation-

ships, and the like.

" Accurate self-assessment:
a realistic evaluation 

of your strengths and

limitations.

" Self-confidence: a strong

and positive sense of 

self-worth. 

Emotional Intelligence: A Primer
Emotional intelligence– the ability to manage ourselves and our relationships effectively–

consists of four fundamental capabilities: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,

and social skill. Each capability, in turn, is composed of specific sets of competencies. Below

is a list of the capabilities and their corresponding traits.

Social Awareness

" Empathy: skill at sensing 

other people’s emotions, 

understanding their 

perspective, and taking 

an active interest in their 

concerns.

" Organizational awareness:
the ability to read the 

currents of organizational

life, build decision net-

works, and navigate 

politics.

" Service orientation: the 

ability to recognize and 

meet customers’ needs.

Social Skill

" Visionary leadership: the ability to take charge

and inspire with a compelling vision.

" Influence: the ability to wield a range of 

persuasive tactics.

" Developing others: the propensity to bolster 

the abilities of others through feedback 

and guidance.

" Communication: skill at listening and at sending

clear, convincing, and well-tuned messages.

" Change catalyst: proficiency in initiating new

ideas and leading people in a new direction.

" Conflict management: the ability to de-escalate

disagreements and orchestrate resolutions.

" Building bonds: proficiency at cultivating and

maintaining a web of relationships.

" Teamwork and collaboration: competence at 

promoting cooperation and building teams.

should switch between them. It also strongly sug-
gests that switching flexibly is well advised. New,
too, is the research’s finding that each leadership
style springs from different components of emo-
tional intelligence. 

Measuring Leadership’s Impact 
It has been more than a decade since research first
linked aspects of emotional intelligence to business
results. The late David McClelland, a noted Har-
vard University psychologist, found that leaders
with strengths in a critical mass of six or more emo-
tional intelligence competencies were far more ef-
fective than peers who lacked such strengths. For
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which emotional intelligence capabilities drive the
six leadership styles. How does he rate in terms of
self-control and social skill? Does a leader show
high or low levels of empathy?

The team tested each executive’s immediate
sphere of influence for its climate. “Climate” is not
an amorphous term. First defined by psychologists
George Litwin and Richard Stringer and later re-
fined by McClelland and his colleagues, it refers to
six key factors that influence an organization’s
working environment: its flexibility – that is, how
free employees feel to innovate unencumbered by
red tape; their sense of responsibility to the organi-
zation; the level of standards that people set; the
sense of accuracy about performance feedback and
aptness of rewards; the clarity people have about
mission and values; and finally, the level of com-
mitment to a common purpose.

We found that all six leadership styles have a
measurable effect on each aspect of climate. (For 
details, see the exhibit “Getting Molecular: The Im-

pact of Leadership Styles on
Drivers of Climate.”) Further,
when we looked at the impact
of climate on financial re-
sults – such as return on sales,
revenue growth, efficiency,
and profitability – we found a
direct correlation between the
two. Leaders who used styles
that positively affected the
climate had decidedly better
financial results than those
who did not. That is not to say
that organizational climate 
is the only driver of perfor-
mance. Economic conditions

instance, when he analyzed the performance of di-
vision heads at a global food and beverage company,
he found that among leaders with this critical mass
of competence, 87% placed in the top third for an-
nual salary bonuses based on their business perfor-
mance. More telling, their divisions on average out-
performed yearly revenue targets by 15% to 20%.
Those executives who lacked emotional intelligence
were rarely rated as outstanding in their annual
performance reviews, and their divisions underper-
formed by an average of almost 20%. 

Our research set out to gain a more molecular
view of the links among leadership and emotional
intelligence, and climate and performance. A team
of McClelland’s colleagues headed by Mary Fontaine
and Ruth Jacobs from Hay/McBer studied data
about or observed thousands of executives, noting
specific behaviors and their impact on climate.1

How did each individual motivate direct reports?
Manage change initiatives? Handle crises? It was 
in a later phase of the research that we identified
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Getting Molecular: The Impact of Leadership

Styles on Drivers of Climate

Our research investigated how each leadership

style affected the six drivers of climate, or work-

ing atmosphere. The figures below show the 

correlation between each leadership style and

each aspect of climate. So, for instance, if we

look at the climate driver of flexibility, we see 

that the coercive style has a -.28 correlation

while the democratic style has a .28 correlation,

equally strong in the opposite direction. Focusing

on the authoritative leadership style, we find

that it has a .54 correlation with rewards–

strongly positive– and a .21 correlation with

responsibility– positive, but not as strong. In

other words, the style’s correlation with rewards

was more than twice that with responsibility.

According to the data, the authoritative

leadership style has the most positive effect 

on climate, but three others– affiliative,

democratic, and coaching– follow close 

behind. That said, the research indicates that 

no style should be relied on exclusively, and 

all have at least short-term uses.

Flexibility

Responsibility

Standards

Rewards

Clarity

Commitment

Overall impact
on climate

Coercive

-. 28

-. 37

. 02

-. 18

-. 11

-. 13

-. 26

Authoritative

. 32

. 21

. 38

. 54

. 44

. 35

.54

Affiliative

. 27

. 16

. 31

. 48

. 37

. 34

.46

Democratic

. 28

. 23

. 22

. 42

. 35

. 26

.43

Pacesetting

-. 07

. 04

-. 27

-. 29

-. 28

-. 20

-. 25

Coaching

. 17

. 08

. 39

. 43

. 38

. 27

.42



and competitive dynamics matter enormously. But
our analysis strongly suggests that climate accounts
for nearly a third of results. And that’s simply too
much of an impact to ignore.

The Styles in Detail
Executives use six leadership styles, but only four
of the six consistently have a positive effect on cli-
mate and results. Let’s look then at each style of
leadership in detail. (For a summary of the material
that follows, see the chart “The Six Leadership
Styles at a Glance.”)

The Coercive Style. The computer company was
in crisis mode – its sales and profits were falling, its
stock was losing value precipitously, and its share-
holders were in an uproar. The board brought in a
new CEO with a reputation as a turnaround artist.
He set to work chopping jobs, selling off divisions,
and making the tough decisions that should have
been executed years before. The company was
saved, at least in the short-term.

From the start, though, the CEO created a reign
of terror, bullying and demeaning his executives,
roaring his displeasure at the slightest misstep. The
company’s top echelons were decimated not just by
his erratic firings but also by defections. The CEO’s
direct reports, frightened by his tendency to blame
the bearer of bad news, stopped bringing him any
news at all. Morale was at an all-time low –a fact re-
flected in another downturn in the business after
the short-term recovery. The CEO was eventually
fired by the board of directors. 

It’s easy to understand why of all the leadership
styles, the coercive one is the least effective in most

situations. Consider what the style does to an orga-
nization’s climate. Flexibility is the hardest hit. The
leader’s extreme top-down decision making kills
new ideas on the vine. People feel so disrespected
that they think, “I won’t even bring my ideas up –
they’ll only be shot down.” Likewise, people’s sense
of responsibility evaporates: unable to act on their
own initiative, they lose their sense of ownership
and feel little accountability for their performance.
Some become so resentful they adopt the attitude,
“I’m not going to help this bastard.” 

Coercive leadership also has a damaging effect on
the rewards system. Most high-performing workers
are motivated by more than money – they seek the
satisfaction of work well done. The coercive style
erodes such pride. And finally, the style undermines
one of the leader’s prime tools – motivating people
by showing them how their job fits into a grand,
shared mission. Such a loss, measured in terms of
diminished clarity and commitment, leaves people
alienated from their own jobs, wondering, “How
does any of this matter?”

Given the impact of the coercive style, you might
assume it should never be applied. Our research,
however, uncovered a few occasions when it worked
masterfully. Take the case of a division president
who was brought in to change the direction of a
food company that was losing money. His first act
was to have the executive conference room demol-
ished. To him, the room –with its long marble table
that looked like “the deck of the Starship Enter-
prise” – symbolized the tradition-bound formality
that was paralyzing the company. The destruction
of the room, and the subsequent move to a smaller,
more informal setting, sent a message no one could
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12The leader’s modus operandi

The style in a phrase

Underlying emotional
intelligence competencies

When the style works best

Overall impact on climate

Coercive 

Demands immediate
compliance

“Do what I tell you.”

Drive to achieve, initiative,
self-control

In a crisis, to kick start a
turnaround, or with problem
employees

Negative

Authoritative

Mobilizes people 
toward a vision

“Come with me.”

Self-confidence, empathy,
change catalyst

When changes require a 
new vision, or when a clear
direction is needed

Most strongly positive

Our research found 
that leaders use six 
styles,each springing
from different compo-
nents of emotional 
intelligence.Here is a
summary of the styles,
their origin,when they
work best,and their 
impact on an organiza-
tion’s climate and thus 
its performance.

The Six Leadership Styles at a Glance



miss, and the division’s culture changed quickly in
its wake.

That said, the coercive style should be used only
with extreme caution and in the few situations
when it is absolutely imperative, such as during a
turnaround or when a hostile takeover is looming.
In those cases, the coercive style can break failed
business habits and shock people into new ways of
working. It is always appropriate during a genuine
emergency, like in the aftermath of an earthquake
or a fire. And it can work with problem employees
with whom all else has failed. But if a leader relies
solely on this style or continues to use it once the
emergency passes, the long-term impact of his in-
sensitivity to the morale and feelings of those he
leads will be ruinous. 

The Authoritative Style. Tom was the vice presi-
dent of marketing at a floundering national restau-
rant chain that specialized in pizza. Needless to say,
the company’s poor performance troubled the se-
nior managers, but they were at a loss for what to
do. Every Monday, they met to review recent sales,
struggling to come up with fixes. To Tom, the ap-
proach didn’t make sense. “We were always trying
to figure out why our sales were down last week.
We had the whole company looking backward in-
stead of figuring out what we had to do tomorrow.”

Tom saw an opportunity to change people’s way
of thinking at an off-site strategy meeting. There,
the conversation began with stale truisms: the com-
pany had to drive up shareholder wealth and in-
crease return on assets. Tom believed those con-
cepts didn’t have the power to inspire a restaurant
manager to be innovative or to do better than a good-
enough job. 

So Tom made a bold move. In the middle of a
meeting, he made an impassioned plea for his col-
leagues to think from the customer’s perspective.
Customers want convenience, he said. The company
was not in the restaurant business, it was in the busi-
ness of distributing high-quality, convenient-to-get
pizza. That notion – and nothing else – should drive
everything the company did.

With his vibrant enthusiasm and clear vision –the
hallmarks of the authoritative style – Tom filled a
leadership vacuum at the company. Indeed, his con-
cept became the core of the new mission statement.
But this conceptual breakthrough was just the begin-
ning. Tom made sure that the mission statement
was built into the company’s strategic planning pro-
cess as the designated driver of growth. And he en-
sured that the vision was articulated so that local
restaurant managers understood they were the key
to the company’s success and were free to find new
ways to distribute pizza.

Changes came quickly. Within weeks, many lo-
cal managers started guaranteeing fast, new deliv-
ery times. Even better, they started to act like en-
trepreneurs, finding ingenious locations to open
new branches: kiosks on busy street corners and in
bus and train stations, even from carts in airports
and hotel lobbies.

Tom’s success was no fluke. Our research indi-
cates that of the six leadership styles, the authori-
tative one is most effective, driving up every aspect
of climate. Take clarity. The authoritative leader is 
a visionary; he motivates people by making clear
to them how their work fits into a larger vision
for the organization. People who work for such lead-
ers understand that what they do matters and why.
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3456
Affiliative

Creates harmony and builds
emotional bonds

“People come first.”

Empathy, building
relationships, communication

To heal rifts in a team or 
to motivate people during
stressful circumstances

Positive

Democratic

Forges consensus through
participation

“What do you think?”

Collaboration, team
leadership, communication

To build buy-in or
consensus, or to get input
from valuable employees

Positive

Pacesetting

Sets high standards for
performance

“Do as I do, now.”

Conscientiousness, drive 
to achieve, initiative

To get quick results from 
a highly motivated and
competent team

Negative

Coaching

Develops people for the 
future

“Try this.”

Developing others, empathy,
self-awareness

To help an employee
improve performance or
develop long-term strengths

Positive



Authoritative leadership also maximizes commit-
ment to the organization’s goals and strategy. By
framing the individual tasks within a grand vision,
the authoritative leader defines standards that re-
volve around that vision. When he gives perfor-
mance feedback – whether positive or negative – the
singular criterion is whether or not that perfor-
mance furthers the vision. The standards for success
are clear to all, as are the rewards. Finally, consider
the style’s impact on flexibility. An authoritative
leader states the end but generally gives people 
plenty of leeway to devise their own means. Author-
itative leaders give people the freedom to innovate,
experiment, and take calculated risks.

Because of its positive impact, the authoritative
style works well in almost any business situation.
But it is particularly effective when a business is
adrift. An authoritative leader charts a new course
and sells his people on a fresh long-term vision. 

The authoritative style, powerful though it may
be, will not work in every situation. The approach
fails, for instance, when a leader is working with a
team of experts or peers who are more experienced
than he is; they may see the leader as pompous or
out-of-touch. Another limitation: if a manager try-
ing to be authoritative becomes overbearing, he 
can undermine the egalitarian spirit of an effective
team. Yet even with such caveats, leaders would be
wise to grab for the authoritative “club” more often
than not. It may not guarantee a hole in one, but it
certainly helps with the long drive.

The Affiliative Style. If the coercive leader de-
mands, “Do what I say,” and the authoritative urges,
“Come with me,” the affiliative leader says, “People
come first.” This leadership style revolves around
people – its proponents value individuals and their

emotions more than tasks and goals. The affiliative
leader strives to keep employees happy and to create
harmony among them. He manages by building
strong emotional bonds and then reaping the bene-
fits of such an approach, namely fierce loyalty. The
style also has a markedly positive effect on commu-
nication. People who like one another a lot talk a lot.
They share ideas; they share inspiration. And the

style drives up flexibility; friends trust one another,
allowing habitual innovation and risk taking. Flexi-
bility also rises because the affiliative leader, like a
parent who adjusts household rules for a maturing
adolescent, doesn’t impose unnecessary strictures
on how employees get their work done. They give
people the freedom to do their job in the way they
think is most effective. 

As for a sense of recognition and reward for work
well done, the affiliative leader offers ample posi-
tive feedback. Such feedback has special potency
in the workplace because it is all too rare: outside
of an annual review, most people usually get no
feedback on their day-to-day efforts – or only nega-
tive feedback. That makes the affiliative leader’s
positive words all the more motivating. Finally,
affiliative leaders are masters at building a sense
of belonging. They are, for instance, likely to take
their direct reports out for a meal or a drink, one-on-
one, to see how they’re doing. They will bring in a
cake to celebrate a group accomplishment. They
are natural relationship builders.

Joe Torre, the heart and soul of the New York
Yankees, is a classic affiliative leader. During the
1999 World Series, Torre tended ably to the psyches
of his players as they endured the emotional pres-
sure cooker of a pennant race. All season long, he
made a special point to praise Scott Brosius, whose
father had died during the season, for staying com-
mitted even as he mourned. At the celebration 
party after the team’s final game, Torre specifically
sought out right fielder Paul O’Neill. Although 
he had received the news of his father’s death 
that morning, O’Neill chose to play in the decisive
game –and he burst into tears the moment it ended.
Torre made a point of acknowledging O’Neill’s per-
sonal struggle, calling him a “warrior.” Torre also
used the spotlight of the victory celebration to
praise two players whose return the following year
was threatened by contract disputes. In doing so, he
sent a clear message to the team and to the club’s
owner that he valued the players immensely – too
much to lose them. 

Along with ministering to the emotions of his
people, an affiliative leader may also tend to his own
emotions openly. The year Torre’s brother was near
death awaiting a heart transplant, he shared his wor-
ries with his players. He also spoke candidly with
the team about his treatment for prostate cancer. 

The affiliative style’s generally positive impact
makes it a good all-weather approach, but leaders
should employ it particularly when trying to build
team harmony, increase morale, improve commu-
nication, or repair broken trust. For instance, one
executive in our study was hired to replace a ruth-
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An authoritative leader states
the end but gives people
plenty of leeway to devise
their own means.



less team leader. The former leader had taken credit
for his employees’ work and had attempted to pit
them against one another. His efforts ultimately
failed, but the team he left behind was suspicious
and weary. The new executive managed to mend
the situation by unstintingly showing emotional
honesty and rebuilding ties. Several months in, her
leadership had created a renewed sense of commit-
ment and energy.

Despite its benefits, the affiliative style should
not be used alone. Its exclusive focus on praise can
allow poor performance to go uncorrected; employ-
ees may perceive that mediocrity is tolerated. And
because affiliative leaders rarely offer constructive
advice on how to improve, employees must figure
out how to do so on their own. When people need
clear directives to navigate through complex chal-
lenges, the affiliative style leaves them rudderless.
Indeed, if overly relied on, this style can actually
steer a group to failure. Perhaps that is why many
affiliative leaders, including Torre, use this style in
close conjunction with the authoritative style. Au-
thoritative leaders state a vision, set standards, and
let people know how their work is furthering the
group’s goals. Alternate that with the caring, nur-
turing approach of the affiliative leader, and you
have a potent combination. 

The Democratic Style. Sister Mary ran a Catholic
school system in a large metropolitan area. One of
the schools – the only private school in an impover-
ished neighborhood – had been losing money for
years, and the archdiocese could no longer afford to
keep it open. When Sister Mary eventually got the
order to shut it down, she didn’t just lock the doors.
She called a meeting of all the teachers and staff at
the school and explained to them the details of the
financial crisis – the first time anyone working at
the school had been included in the business side 
of the institution. She asked for their ideas on ways
to keep the school open and on how to handle the
closing, should it come to that. Sister Mary spent
much of her time at the meeting just listening. 

She did the same at later meetings for school par-
ents and for the community and during a successive
series of meetings for the school’s teachers and
staff. After two months of meetings, the consensus
was clear: the school would have to close. A plan was
made to transfer students to other schools in the
Catholic system. 

The final outcome was no different than if Sister
Mary had gone ahead and closed the school the day
she was told to. But by allowing the school’s con-
stituents to reach that decision collectively, Sister
Mary received none of the backlash that would
have accompanied such a move. People mourned

the loss of the school, but they understood its in-
evitability. Virtually no one objected.

Compare that with the experiences of a priest in
our research who headed another Catholic school.
He, too, was told to shut it down. And he did – by
fiat. The result was disastrous: parents filed law-
suits, teachers and parents picketed, and local
newspapers ran editorials attacking his decision. It
took a year to resolve the disputes before he could
finally go ahead and close the school.

Sister Mary exemplifies the democratic style in
action – and its benefits. By spending time getting
people’s ideas and buy-in, a leader builds trust, re-
spect, and commitment. By letting workers them-
selves have a say in decisions that affect their goals
and how they do their work, the democratic leader
drives up flexibility and responsibility. And by lis-
tening to employees’ concerns, the democratic
leader learns what to do to keep morale high. Finally,
because they have a say in setting their goals and
the standards for evaluating success, people operat-
ing in a democratic system tend to be very realistic
about what can and cannot be accomplished. 

However, the democratic style has its drawbacks,
which is why its impact on climate is not as high as
some of the other styles. One of its more exasperat-
ing consequences can be endless meetings where
ideas are mulled over, consensus remains elusive,
and the only visible result is scheduling more meet-
ings. Some democratic leaders use the style to put
off making crucial decisions, hoping that enough
thrashing things out will eventually yield a blind-
ing insight. In reality, their people end up feeling
confused and leaderless. Such an approach can even
escalate conflicts. 

When does the style work best? This approach is
ideal when a leader is himself uncertain about the
best direction to take and needs ideas and guidance
from able employees. And even if a leader has a
strong vision, the democratic style works well to
generate fresh ideas for executing that vision. 

The democratic style, of course, makes much
less sense when employees are not competent or 
informed enough to offer sound advice. And it al-
most goes without saying that building consensus
is wrongheaded in times of crisis. Take the case 
of a CEO whose computer company was severely
threatened by changes in the market. He always
sought consensus about what to do. As competitors
stole customers and customers’ needs changed, he
kept appointing committees to consider the situa-
tion. When the market made a sudden shift because
of a new technology, the CEO froze in his tracks.
The board replaced him before he could appoint yet
another task force to consider the situation. The
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new CEO, while occasionally democratic and af-
filiative, relied heavily on the authoritative style, 
especially in his first months. 

The Pacesetting Style. Like the coercive style,
the pacesetting style has its place in the leader’s
repertory, but it should be used sparingly. That’s
not what we expected to find. After all, the hall-
marks of the pacesetting style sound admirable.
The leader sets extremely high performance stan-
dards and exemplifies them himself. He is obses-
sive about doing things better and faster, and he
asks the same of everyone around him. He quickly
pinpoints poor performers and demands more from
them. If they don’t rise to the occasion, he replaces
them with people who can. You would think such
an approach would improve results, but it doesn’t.

In fact, the pacesetting style destroys climate.
Many employees feel overwhelmed by the paceset-
ter’s demands for excellence, and their morale drops.
Guidelines for working may be clear in the leader’s
head, but she does not state them clearly; she expects
people to know what to do and even thinks, “If I have
to tell you, you’re the wrong person for the job.”
Work becomes not a matter of doing one’s best along
a clear course so much as second-guessing what the
leader wants. At the same time, people often feel
that the pacesetter doesn’t trust them to work in
their own way or to take initiative. Flexibility and 
responsibility evaporate; work becomes so task fo-
cused and routinized it’s boring.

As for rewards, the pacesetter either gives no
feedback on how people are doing or jumps in to
take over when he thinks they’re lagging. And if 
the leader should leave, people feel directionless –
they’re so used to “the expert” setting the rules. Fi-
nally, commitment dwindles under the regime of a
pacesetting leader because people have no sense of
how their personal efforts fit into the big picture. 

For an example of the pacesetting style, take the
case of Sam, a biochemist in R&D at a large pharma-
ceutical company. Sam’s superb technical expertise
made him an early star: he was the one everyone
turned to when they needed help. Soon he was pro-
moted to head of a team developing a new product.
The other scientists on the team were as competent
and self-motivated as Sam; his métier as team leader
became offering himself as a model of how to do
first-class scientific work under tremendous dead-
line pressure, pitching in when needed. His team
completed its task in record time.

But then came a new assignment: Sam was put in
charge of R&D for his entire division. As his tasks
expanded and he had to articulate a vision, coordi-
nate projects, delegate responsibility, and help de-
velop others, Sam began to slip. Not trusting that

his subordinates were as capable as he was, he be-
came a micromanager, obsessed with details and
taking over for others when their performance slack-
ened. Instead of trusting them to improve with
guidance and development, Sam found himself
working nights and weekends after stepping in to
take over for the head of a floundering research
team. Finally, his own boss suggested, to his relief,
that he return to his old job as head of a product de-
velopment team.

Although Sam faltered, the pacesetting style isn’t
always a disaster. The approach works well when all
employees are self-motivated, highly competent,
and need little direction or coordination – for exam-
ple, it can work for leaders of highly skilled and self-
motivated professionals, like R&D groups or legal
teams. And, given a talented team to lead, pace-
setting does exactly that: gets work done on time 
or even ahead of schedule. Yet like any leadership
style, pacesetting should never be used by itself. 

The Coaching Style. A product unit at a global
computer company had seen sales plummet from
twice as much as its competitors to only half as
much. So Lawrence, the president of the manufac-
turing division, decided to close the unit and reassign
its people and products. Upon hearing the news,
James, the head of the doomed unit, decided to go
over his boss’s head and plead his case to the CEO. 

What did Lawrence do? Instead of blowing up at
James, he sat down with his rebellious direct re-
port and talked over not just the decision to close
the division but also James’s future. He explained to
James how moving to another division would help
him develop new skills. It would make him a better
leader and teach him more about the company’s
business. 

Lawrence acted more like a counselor than a tra-
ditional boss. He listened to James’s concerns and
hopes, and he shared his own. He said he believed
James had grown stale in his current job; it was, after
all, the only place he’d worked in the company. He
predicted that James would blossom in a new role. 

The conversation then took a practical turn.
James had not yet had his meeting with the CEO –
the one he had impetuously demanded when he
heard of his division’s closing. Knowing this – and
also knowing that the CEO unwaveringly supported
the closing –Lawrence took the time to coach James
on how to present his case in that meeting. “You
don’t get an audience with the CEO very often,” he
noted, “let’s make sure you impress him with your
thoughtfulness.” He advised James not to plead his
personal case but to focus on the business unit: “If
he thinks you’re in there for your own glory, he’ll
throw you out faster than you walked through the

86 harvard business review March–April 2000

Leadership  That  G ets  Results



door.” And he urged him to put his ideas in writing;
the CEO always appreciated that.

Lawrence’s reason for coaching instead of scold-
ing? “James is a good guy, very talented and prom-
ising,” the executive explained to us, “and I don’t
want this to derail his career. I want him to stay
with the company, I want him to work out, I want
him to learn, I want him to benefit and grow. Just
because he screwed up doesn’t mean he’s terrible.”

Lawrence’s actions illustrate the coaching style
par excellence. Coaching leaders help employees
identify their unique strengths and weaknesses and
tie them to their personal and career aspirations.
They encourage employees to establish long-term
development goals and help them conceptualize a
plan for attaining them. They make agreements
with their employees about their role and respon-
sibilities in enacting development plans, and they
give plentiful instruction and feedback. Coaching
leaders excel at delegating; they give employees
challenging assignments, even if that means the
tasks won’t be accomplished quickly. In other
words, these leaders are willing to put up with
short-term failure if it furthers long-term learning.

Of the six styles, our research found that the
coaching style is used least often. Many leaders told
us they don’t have the time in this high-pressure
economy for the slow and tedious work of teaching
people and helping them grow. But after a first ses-
sion, it takes little or no extra time. Leaders who ig-
nore this style are passing up a powerful tool: its
impact on climate and performance are markedly
positive. 

Admittedly, there is a paradox in coaching’s posi-
tive effect on business performance because coach-
ing focuses primarily on personal development, not
on immediate work-related tasks. Even so, coach-
ing improves results. The reason: it requires con-
stant dialogue, and that dialogue has a way of push-
ing up every driver of climate. Take flexibility.
When an employee knows his boss watches him
and cares about what he does, he feels free to exper-
iment. After all, he’s sure to get quick and construc-
tive feedback. Similarly, the ongoing dialogue of
coaching guarantees that people know what is ex-
pected of them and how their work fits into a larger
vision or strategy. That affects responsibility and
clarity. As for commitment, coaching helps there,
too, because the style’s implicit message is, “I be-
lieve in you, I’m investing in you, and I expect your
best efforts.” Employees very often rise to that
challenge with their heart, mind, and soul.

The coaching style works well in many business
situations, but it is perhaps most effective when
people on the receiving end are “up for it.” For in-

stance, the coaching style works particularly well
when employees are already aware of their weak-
nesses and would like to improve their perfor-
mance. Similarly, the style works well when em-
ployees realize how cultivating new abilities can
help them advance. In short, it works best with em-
ployees who want to be coached.

By contrast, the coaching style makes little sense
when employees, for whatever reason, are resistant
to learning or changing their ways. And it flops if
the leader lacks the expertise to help the employee
along. The fact is, many managers are unfamiliar
with or simply inept at coaching, particularly when
it comes to giving ongoing performance feedback
that motivates rather than creates fear or apathy.
Some companies have realized the positive impact
of the style and are trying to make it a core compe-
tence. At some companies, a significant portion of
annual bonuses are tied to an executive’s develop-
ment of his or her direct reports. But many organi-
zations have yet to take full advantage of this lead-
ership style. Although the coaching style may not
scream “bottom-line results,” it delivers them.

Leaders Need Many Styles 
Many studies, including this one, have shown that
the more styles a leader exhibits, the better. Leaders
who have mastered four or more – especially the
authoritative, democratic, affiliative, and coaching
styles – have the very best climate and business per-
formance. And the most effective leaders switch
flexibly among the leadership styles as needed. Al-
though that may sound daunting, we witnessed it
more often than you might guess, at both large cor-
porations and tiny start-ups, by seasoned veterans
who could explain exactly how and why they lead
and by entrepreneurs who claim to lead by gut alone. 

Such leaders don’t mechanically match their
style to fit a checklist of situations – they are far
more fluid. They are exquisitely sensitive to the
impact they are having on others and seamlessly
adjust their style to get the best results. These are
leaders, for example, who can read in the first min-
utes of conversation that a talented but underper-
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Her first week on the job she had lunch and dinner
meetings with each member of the management
team. Joan sought to get each person’s understand-
ing of the current situation. But her focus was not so
much on learning how each person diagnosed the
problem as on getting to know each manager as a
person. Here Joan employed the affiliative style: she
explored their lives, dreams, and aspirations.

She also stepped into the coaching role, looking
for ways she could help the team members achieve
what they wanted in their careers. For instance, one
manager who had been getting feedback that he was
a poor team player confided his worries to her. He
thought he was a good team member, but he was
plagued by persistent complaints. Recognizing that
he was a talented executive and a valuable asset to
the company, Joan made an agreement with him 
to point out (in private) when his actions under-
mined his goal of being seen as a team player. 

She followed the one-on-one conversations with
a three-day off-site meeting. Her goal here was team
building, so that everyone would own whatever 
solution for the business problems emerged. Her
initial stance at the off-site meeting was that of a
democratic leader. She encouraged everyone to ex-
press freely their frustrations and complaints. 

forming employee has been demoralized by an un-
sympathetic, do-it-the-way-I-tell-you manager and
needs to be inspired through a reminder of why her
work matters. Or that leader might choose to reen-
ergize the employee by asking her about her dreams
and aspirations and finding ways to make her job
more challenging. Or that initial conversation might
signal that the employee needs an ultimatum: im-
prove or leave.

For an example of fluid leadership in action, con-
sider Joan, the general manager of a major division
at a global food and beverage company. Joan was ap-
pointed to her job while the division was in a deep
crisis. It had not made its profit targets for six years;
in the most recent year, it had missed by $50 mil-
lion. Morale among the top management team was
miserable; mistrust and resentments were ram-
pant. Joan’s directive from above was clear: turn the
division around. 

Joan did so with a nimbleness in switching
among leadership styles that is rare. From the start,
she realized she had a short window to demonstrate
effective leadership and to establish rapport and
trust. She also knew that she urgently needed to be
informed about what was not working, so her first
task was to listen to key people. 

Unlike IQ, which is largely genetic –
it changes little from childhood –
the skills of emotional intelligence
can be learned at any age. It’s not
easy, however. Growing your emo-
tional intelligence takes practice
and commitment. But the payoffs
are well worth the investment.

Consider the case of a marketing 
director for a division of a global
food company. Jack, as I’ll call him,
was a classic pacesetter: high-
energy, always striving to find
better ways to get things done, and
too eager to step in and take over
when, say, someone seemed about
to miss a deadline. Worse, Jack was
prone to pounce on anyone who
didn’t seem to meet his standards,
flying off the handle if a person
merely deviated from completing a
job in the order Jack thought best. 

Jack’s leadership style had a
predictably disastrous impact on

climate and business results. After
two years of stagnant performance,
Jack’s boss suggested he seek out
a coach. Jack wasn’t pleased but, re-
alizing his own job was on the line,
he complied.

The coach, an expert in teaching 
people how to increase their emo-
tional intelligence, began with a
360-degree evaluation of Jack. 
A diagnosis from multiple view-
points is essential in improving
emotional intelligence because
those who need the most help usu-
ally have blind spots. In fact, our
research found that top-performing
leaders overestimate their strengths
on, at most, one emotional intelli-
gence ability, whereas poor per-
formers overrate themselves on
four or more. Jack was not that far
off, but he did rate himself more
glowingly than his direct reports,
who gave him especially low grades

on emotional self-control and 
empathy. 

Initially, Jack had some trouble 
accepting the feedback data. But
when his coach showed him how
those weaknesses were tied to his
inability to display leadership styles
dependent on those competencies –
especially the authoritative, affilia-
tive, and coaching styles – Jack real-
ized he had to improve if he wanted
to advance in the company. Making
such a connection is essential. The
reason: improving emotional intel-
ligence isn’t done in a weekend or
during a seminar – it takes diligent
practice on the job, over several
months. If people do not see the
value of the change, they will not
make that effort.

Once Jack zeroed in on areas for 
improvement and committed him-
self to making the effort, he and his
coach worked up a plan to turn his

GGrowing Your Emotional Intelligence
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The next day, Joan had the group focus on solu-
tions: each person made three specific proposals
about what needed to be done. As Joan clustered the
suggestions, a natural consensus emerged about
priorities for the business, such as cutting costs. As
the group came up with specific action plans, Joan
got the commitment and buy-in she sought.

With that vision in place, Joan shifted into the au-
thoritative style, assigning accountability for each
follow-up step to specific executives and holding
them responsible for their accomplishment. For ex-
ample, the division had been dropping prices on
products without increasing its volume. One obvi-
ous solution was to raise prices, but the previous
VP of sales had dithered and had let the problem fes-
ter. The new VP of sales now had responsibility to
adjust the price points to fix the problem. 

Over the following months, Joan’s main stance
was authoritative. She continually articulated the
group’s new vision in a way that reminded each
member of how his or her role was crucial to achiev-
ing these goals. And, especially during the first few
weeks of the plan’s implementation, Joan felt that
the urgency of the business crisis justified an occa-
sional shift into the coercive style should someone
fail to meet his or her responsibility. As she put it,

“I had to be brutal about this follow-up and make
sure this stuff happened. It was going to take disci-
pline and focus.”

The results? Every aspect of climate improved.
People were innovating. They were talking about
the division’s vision and crowing about their com-
mitment to new, clear goals. The ultimate proof of
Joan’s fluid leadership style is written in black ink:
after only seven months, her division exceeded its
yearly profit target by $5 million.

Expanding Your Repertory 
Few leaders, of course, have all six styles in their
repertory, and even fewer know when and how to
use them. In fact, as we have brought the findings 
of our research into many organizations, the most
common responses have been, “But I have only 
two of those!” and, “I can’t use all those styles. It
wouldn’t be natural.”

Such feelings are understandable, and in some
cases, the antidote is relatively simple. The leader
can build a team with members who employ
styles she lacks. Take the case of a VP for manu-
facturing. She successfully ran a global factory
system largely by using the affiliative style. She

day-to-day job into a learning labo-
ratory. For instance, Jack discovered
he was empathetic when things
were calm, but in a crisis, he tuned
out others. This tendency ham-
pered his ability to listen to what
people were telling him in the very
moments he most needed to do so.
Jack’s plan required him to focus on
his behavior during tough situa-
tions. As soon as he felt himself
tensing up, his job was to immedi-
ately step back, let the other person
speak, and then ask clarifying ques-
tions. The point was to not act judg-
mental or hostile under pressure.

The change didn’t come easily,
but with practice Jack learned to
defuse his flare-ups by entering
into a dialogue instead of launching
a harangue. Although he didn’t 
always agree with them, at least he
gave people a chance to make their
case. At the same time, Jack also
practiced giving his direct reports
more positive feedback and re-
minding them of how their work

contributed to the group’s mission.
And he restrained himself from 
micromanaging them.

Jack met with his coach every
week or two to review his progress
and get advice on specific problems.
For instance, occasionally Jack
would find himself falling back on
his old pacesetting tactics – cutting
people off, jumping in to take over,
and blowing up in a rage. Almost
immediately, he would regret it. So
he and his coach dissected those 
relapses to figure out what triggered
the old ways and what to do the
next time a similar moment arose.
Such “relapse prevention” measures
inoculate people against future 
lapses or just giving up. Over a six-
month period, Jack made real 
improvement. His own records
showed he had reduced the number
of flare-ups from one or more a day
at the beginning to just one or two
a month. The climate had improved
sharply, and the division’s numbers
were starting to creep upward.

Why does improving an emo-
tional intelligence competence take
months rather than days? Because
the emotional centers of the brain,
not just the neocortex, are in-
volved. The neocortex, the thinking
brain that learns technical skills
and purely cognitive abilities, gains
knowledge very quickly, but the
emotional brain does not. To mas-
ter a new behavior, the emotional
centers need repetition and prac-
tice. Improving your emotional 
intelligence, then, is akin to chang-
ing your habits. Brain circuits that
carry leadership habits have to 
unlearn the old ones and replace
them with the new. The more often
a behavioral sequence is repeated,
the stronger the underlying brain
circuits become. At some point, the
new neural pathways become the
brain’s default option. When that
happened, Jack was able to go
through the paces of leadership ef-
fortlessly, using styles that worked
for him – and the whole company.



was on the road constantly, meeting with plant
managers, attending to their pressing concerns,
and letting them know how much she cared about
them personally. She left the division’s strategy –
extreme efficiency – to a trusted lieutenant with 
a keen understanding of technology, and she dele-
gated its performance standards to a colleague who
was adept at the authoritative approach. She also
had a pacesetter on her team who always visited the
plants with her.

An alternative approach, and one I would rec-
ommend more, is for leaders to expand their own
style repertories. To do so, leaders must first under-
stand which emotional intelligence competencies
underlie the leadership styles they are lacking.
They can then work assiduously to increase their
quotient of them. 

For instance, an affiliative leader has strengths in
three emotional intelligence competencies: in em-
pathy, in building relationships, and in communi-
cation. Empathy –sensing how people are feeling in
the moment – allows the affiliative leader to re-
spond to employees in a way that is highly congru-
ent with that person’s emotions, thus building rap-
port. The affiliative leader also displays a natural
ease in forming new relationships, getting to know
someone as a person, and cultivating a bond. Finally,
the outstanding affiliative leader has mastered the
art of interpersonal communication, particularly in
saying just the right thing or making the apt sym-
bolic gesture at just the right moment. 

So if you are primarily a pacesetting leader who
wants to be able to use the affiliative style more 
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often, you would need to improve your level of em-
pathy and, perhaps, your skills at building relation-
ships or communicating effectively. As another ex-
ample, an authoritative leader who wants to add
the democratic style to his repertory might need to
work on the capabilities of collaboration and com-
munication. Such advice about adding capabilities
may seem simplistic – ”Go change yourself” – but
enhancing emotional intelligence is entirely possi-
ble with practice. (For more on how to improve
emotional intelligence, see the sidebar “Growing
Your Emotional Intelligence.”)

More Science, Less Art
Like parenthood, leadership will never be an exact
science. But neither should it be a complete mys-
tery to those who practice it. In recent years, re-
search has helped parents understand the genetic,
psychological, and behavioral components that 
affect their “job performance.” With our new re-
search, leaders, too, can get a clearer picture of what
it takes to lead effectively. And perhaps as impor-
tant, they can see how they can make that happen.

The business environment is continually chang-
ing, and a leader must respond in kind. Hour to
hour, day to day, week to week, executives must
play their leadership styles like a pro – using the
right one at just the right time and in the right mea-
sure. The payoff is in the results. 

1. Daniel Goleman consults with Hay/McBer on leadership development.
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Connect,  
Then Lead

To exert influence, you must balance 
competence with warmth. by Amy J.C. Cuddy, 
Matthew Kohut, and John Neffinger 
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Is it better to be loved or feared? 
employee with outmoded skills in a rapidly evolving 
industry). 

To be sure, we notice plenty of other traits in 
people, but they’re nowhere near as influential as 
warmth and strength. Indeed, insights from the field 
of psychology show that these two dimensions ac-
count for more than 90% of the variance in our posi-
tive or negative impressions we form of the people 
around us.

So which is better, being lovable or being strong? 
Most leaders today tend to emphasize their strength, 
competence, and credentials in the workplace, but 
that is exactly the wrong approach. Leaders who 
project strength before establishing trust run the 
risk of eliciting fear, and along with it a host of dys-
functional behaviors. Fear can undermine cognitive 
potential, creativity, and problem solving, and cause 
employees to get stuck and even disengage. It’s 
a “hot” emotion, with long-lasting effects. It burns 
into our memory in a way that cooler emotions 
don’t. Research by Jack Zenger and Joseph Folkman 
drives this point home: In a study of 51,836 leaders, 
only 27 of them were rated in the bottom quartile in 
terms of likability and in the top quartile in terms 
of overall leadership effectiveness—in other words, 
the chances that a manager who is strongly disliked 
will be considered a good leader are only about one 
in 2,000. 

A growing body of research suggests that the way 
to influence—and to lead—is to begin with warmth. 
Warmth is the conduit of influence: It facilitates 
trust and the communication and absorption of 
ideas. Even a few small nonverbal signals—a nod, a 
smile, an open gesture—can show people that you’re 
pleased to be in their company and attentive to their 
concerns. Prioritizing warmth helps you connect 
immediately with those around you, demonstrating 
that you hear them, understand them, and can be 
trusted by them. 

Niccolò Machiavelli pondered that timeless co-
nundrum 500 years ago and hedged his bets. “It may 
be answered that one should wish to be both,” he 
acknowledged, “but because it is difficult to unite 
them in one person, it is much safer to be feared than 
loved.” 

Now behavioral science is weighing in with re-
search showing that Machiavelli had it partly right: 
When we judge others—especially our leaders—we 
look first at two characteristics: how lovable they are 
(their warmth, communion, or trustworthiness) and 
how fearsome they are (their strength, agency, or 
competence). Although there is some disagreement 
about the proper labels for the traits, researchers 
agree that they are the two primary dimensions of 
social judgment.

Why are these traits so important? Because they 
answer two critical questions: “What are this per-
son’s intentions toward me?” and “Is he or she ca-
pable of acting on those intentions?” Together, these 
assessments underlie our emotional and behavioral 
reactions to other people, groups, and even brands 
and companies. Research by one of us, Amy Cuddy, 
and colleagues Susan Fiske, of Princeton, and Peter 
Glick, of Lawrence University, shows that people 
judged to be competent but lacking in warmth of-
ten elicit envy in others, an emotion involving both 
respect and resentment that cuts both ways. When 
we respect someone, we want to cooperate or af-
filiate ourselves with him or her, but resentment can 
make that person vulnerable to harsh reprisal (think 
of disgraced Tyco CEO Dennis Kozlowski, whose 
extravagance made him an unsympathetic public 
figure). On the other hand, people judged as warm 
but incompetent tend to elicit pity, which also in-
volves a mix of emotions: Compassion moves us to 
help those we pity, but our lack of respect leads us 
ultimately to neglect them (think of workers who be-
come marginalized as they near retirement or of an 

About the  
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Each month we illustrate 
our Spotlight package 
with a series of works 
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cerebral creations of these 
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intelligence to amplify what 
are often complex and 
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This month’s artist 
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Francisco–based abstract 
painter. “The most interest-
ing pieces are those in 
which something has been 
left unresolved,” she says. 
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When Strength Comes First
Most of us work hard to demonstrate our compe-
tence. We want to see ourselves as strong—and want 
others to see us the same way. We focus on warding 
off challenges to our strength and providing abun-
dant evidence of competence. We feel compelled to 
demonstrate that we’re up to the job, by striving to 
present the most innovative ideas in meetings, be-
ing the first to tackle a challenge, and working the 
longest hours. We’re sure of our own intentions and 
thus don’t feel the need to prove that we’re trustwor-
thy—despite the fact that evidence of trustworthi-
ness is the first thing we look for in others. 

Organizational psychologists Andrea Abele, of 
the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, and Bogdan 
Wojciszke, of the University of Gdańsk, have docu-
mented this phenomenon across a variety of settings. 
In one experiment, when asked to choose between 
training programs focusing on competence-related 
skills (such as time management) and warmth-
related ones (providing social support, for instance), 
most participants opted for competence-based 
training for themselves but soft-skills training for 
others. In another experiment, in which partici-
pants were asked to describe an event that shaped 
their self-image, most told stories about themselves 
that emphasized their own competence and self-
determination (“I passed my pilot’s license test on 
the first try”), whereas when they described a simi-
lar event for someone else, they focused on that per-
son’s warmth and generosity (“My friend tutored his 
neighbor’s child in math and refused to accept any 
payment”). 

But putting competence first undermines lead-
ership: Without a foundation of trust, people in the 
organization may comply outwardly with a leader’s 
wishes, but they’re much less likely to conform pri-
vately—to adopt the values, culture, and mission 
of the organization in a sincere, lasting way. Work-

places lacking in trust often have a culture of “every 
employee for himself,” in which people feel that 
they must be vigilant about protecting their inter-
ests. Employees can become reluctant to help others 
because they’re unsure of whether their efforts will 
be reciprocated or recognized. The result: Shared 
organizational resources fall victim to the tragedy of 
the commons. 

When Warmth Comes First
Although most of us strive to demonstrate our 
strength, warmth contributes significantly more 
to others’ evaluations of us—and it’s judged before 

Idea in Brief
THE PROBLEM  
Typically, leaders emphasize 
their strength or competence 
in the workplace, which can 
alienate colleagues and direct 
reports. 

THE ARGUMENT  
Decades of sociology and 
psychology research show 
that by first focusing on 
displaying warmth—and then 
blending in demonstrations of 
competence—leaders will find 
a clearer path to influence. 

THE LESSONS  
This is difficult to do but not 
impossible, depending on 
your chemical and disposi-
tional makeup. The authors 
offer specific guidelines on 
how to project warmth and 
strength in various situations.

How will people react 
to your style?
Research by Amy Cuddy, Susan Fiske, and Peter Glick 
suggests that the way others perceive your levels of 
warmth and competence determines the emotions 
you’ll elicit and your ability to influence a situation. 
For example, if you’re highly competent but show only 
moderate warmth, you’ll get people to go along with you, 
but you won’t earn their true engagement and support. 
And if you show no warmth, beware of those who may try 
to derail your efforts—and maybe your career. 
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competence. Princeton social psychologist Alex 
Todorov and colleagues study the cognitive and neu-
ral mechanisms that drive our “spontaneous trait 
inferences”—the snap judgments we make when 
briefly looking at faces. Their research shows that 
when making those judgments, people consistently 
pick up on warmth faster than on competence. This 
preference for warmth holds true in other areas as 
well. In a study led by Oscar Ybarra, of the University 
of Michigan, participants playing a word game iden-
tified warmth-related words (such as “friendly”) sig-
nificantly faster than competence-related ones (such 
as “skillful”). 

Behavioral economists, for their part, have 
shown that judgments of trustworthiness gener-
ally lead to significantly higher economic gains. For 
example, Mascha van ’t Wout, of Brown University, 
and Alan Sanfey, of the University of Arizona, asked 
subjects to determine how an endowment should 
be allocated. Players invested more money, with 
no guarantee of return, in partners whom they 
perceived to be more trustworthy on the basis of a 
glance at their faces. 

In management settings, trust increases informa-
tion sharing, openness, fluidity, and cooperation. If 
coworkers can be trusted to do the right thing and 
live up to their commitments, planning, coordina-
tion, and execution are much easier. Trust also fa-
cilitates the exchange and acceptance of ideas—it al-
lows people to hear others’ message—and boosts the 
quantity and quality of the ideas that are produced 
within an organization. Most important, trust pro-
vides the opportunity to change people’s attitudes 
and beliefs, not just their outward behavior. That’s 
the sweet spot when it comes to influence and the 
ability to get people to fully accept your message. 

The Happy Warrior
The best way to gain influence is to combine warmth 
and strength—as difficult as Machiavelli says that 
may be to do. The traits can actually be mutually re-
inforcing: Feeling a sense of personal strength helps 
us to be more open, less threatened, and less threat-
ening in stressful situations. When we feel confident 
and calm, we project authenticity and warmth. 

Understanding a little bit about our chemical 
makeup can shed some light on how this works. The 
neuropeptides oxytocin and arginine vasopressin, 
for instance, have been linked to our ability to form 
human attachments, to feel and express warmth, 
and to behave altruistically. Recent research also 

The primacy of warmth manifests in many interrelated ways 
that powerfully underscore the importance of connecting 
with people before trying to lead them. 

Why Warmth Trumps Strength 

The Need to Affiliate 
People have a need to be included, 
to feel a sense of belonging. In fact, 
some psychologists would argue that 
the drive to affiliate ranks among 
our primary needs as humans. Ex-
periments by neuroscientist Naomi 
Eisenberger and colleagues suggest 
that the need is so strong that when 
we are ostracized—even by virtual 
strangers—we experience pain that is 
akin to strong physical pain. 

“Us” Versus “Them” 
In recent decades, few areas have 
received as much attention from so-
cial psychology researchers as group 
dynamics—and for good reason: The 
preference for the groups to which 
one belongs is so strong that even 
under extreme conditions—such as 
knowing that membership in a group 
was randomly assigned and that the 
groups themselves are arbitrary—
people consistently prefer fellow 
group members to nonmembers.  

As a leader, you must make sure 
you’re a part of the key groups in 
your organization. In fact, you want 
to be the aspirational member of the 
group, the chosen representative of 
the group. As soon as you become 
one of “them”—the management, 
the leadership—you begin to lose 
people. 

The Desire to Be 
Understood 
People deeply desire to be heard 
and seen. Sadly, as important as 
perspective-taking is to good leader-
ship, being in a position of power 
decreases people’s understanding of 
others’ points of view. When we have 
power over others, our ability to see 
them as individuals diminishes. So 
leaders need to consciously and con-
sistently make the effort to imagine 
walking in the shoes of the people 
they are leading. 

suggests that across the animal kingdom feelings of 
strength and power have close ties to two hormones: 
testosterone (associated with assertiveness, reduced 
fear, and willingness to compete and take risks) and 
cortisol (associated with stress and stress reactivity). 

One study, by Jennifer Lerner, Gary Sherman, 
Amy Cuddy, and colleagues, brought hundreds of 
people participating in Harvard executive-education 
programs into the lab and compared their levels of 
cortisol with the average levels of the general popu-
lation. The leaders reported less stress and anxiety 
than did the general population, and their physiol-
ogy backed that up: Their cortisol levels were signifi-
cantly lower. Moreover, the higher their rank and the 
more subordinates they managed, the lower their 
cortisol level. Why? Most likely because the leaders 
had a heightened sense of control—a psychological 
factor known to have a powerful stress-buffering ef-
fect. According to research by Pranjal Mehta, of the 
University of Oregon, and Robert Josephs, of the Uni-
versity of Texas, the most effective leaders, regard-
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less of gender, have a unique physiological profile, 
with relatively high testosterone and relatively low 
cortisol. 

Such leaders face troubles without being trou-
bled. Their behavior is not relaxed, but they are re-
laxed emotionally. They’re often viewed as “happy 
warriors,” and the effect of their demeanor on those 
around them is compelling. Happy warriors reassure 
us that whatever challenges we may face, things will 
work out in the end. Ann Richards, the former gover-
nor of Texas, played the happy warrior by pairing her 
assertiveness and authority with a big smile and a 
quick wit that made it clear she did not let the rough-
and-tumble of politics get her down. 

During crises, these are the people who are able 
to keep that influence conduit open and may even 
expand it. Most people hate uncertainty, but they 
tolerate it much better when they can look to a 
leader who they believe has their back and is calm, 
clearheaded, and courageous. These are the people 
we trust. These are the people we listen to. 

There are physical exercises that can help to 
summon self-confidence—and even alter your 
body’s chemistry to be more like that of a happy 
warrior. Dana Carney, Amy Cuddy, and Andy Yap 
suggest that people adopt “power poses” associ-
ated with dominance and strength across the animal 
kingdom. These postures are open, expansive, and 
space-occupying (imagine Wonder Woman and Su-
perman standing tall with their hands on their hips 
and feet spread apart). By adopting these postures 
for just two minutes prior to social encounters, their 
research shows, participants significantly increased 
their testosterone and decreased their cortisol levels. 

Bear in mind that the signals we send can be am-
biguous—we can see someone’s reaction to our pres-
ence, but we may not be sure exactly what the per-
son is reacting to. We may feel a leader’s warmth but 
remain unsure whether it is directed at us; we sense 
her strength but need reassurance that it is squarely 
aimed at the shared challenge we face. And, as we 
noted earlier, judgments are often made quickly, on 
the basis of nonverbal cues. Especially when facing 
a high-pressure situation, it is useful for leaders to 
go through a brief warm-up routine beforehand to 
get in the right state of mind, practicing and adopt-
ing an attitude that will help them project positive 
nonverbal signals. We refer to this approach as 

“inside-out,” in contrast to the “outside-in” strategy 
of trying to consciously execute specific nonverbal 
behaviors in the moment. Think of the difference 

between method acting and classical acting: In 
method acting, the actor experiences the emotions 
of the character and naturally produces an authen-
tic performance, whereas in classical acting, actors 
learn to exercise precise control of their nonverbal 
signals. Generally speaking, an inside-out approach 
is more effective. 

There are many tactics for projecting warmth and 
competence, and these can be dialed up or down as 
needed. Two of us, John Neffinger and Matt Kohut, 
work with leaders from many walks of life in master-
ing both nonverbal and verbal cues. Let’s look now at 
some best practices.

How to Project Warmth
Efforts to appear warm and trustworthy by con-
sciously controlling your nonverbal signals can back-
fire: All too often, you’ll come off as wooden and in-
authentic instead. Here are ways to avoid that trap.

Find the right level. When people want to 
project warmth, they sometimes amp up the en-
thusiasm in their voice, increasing their volume and 
dynamic range to convey delight. That can be effec-
tive in the right setting, but if those around you have 
done nothing in particular to earn your adulation, 
they’ll assume either that you’re faking it or that you 
fawn over everyone indiscriminately. 

A better way to create vocal warmth is to speak 
with lower pitch and volume, as you would if you 
were comforting a friend. Aim for a tone that sug-
gests that you’re leveling with people—that you’re 
sharing the straight scoop, with no pretense or emo-
tional adornment. In doing so, you signal that you 
trust those you’re talking with to handle things the 
right way. You might even occasionally share a per-
sonal story—one that feels private but not inappro-
priate—in a confiding tone of voice to demonstrate 
that you’re being forthcoming and open. Suppose, 
for instance, that you want to establish a bond with 
new employees you’re meeting for the first time. You 
might offer something personal right off the bat, such 
as recalling how you felt at a similar point in your ca-
reer. That’s often enough to set a congenial tone.

Validate feelings. Before people decide what 
they think of your message, they decide what they 
think of you. If you show your employees that you 
hold roughly the same worldview they do, you dem-
onstrate not only empathy but, in their eyes, com-
mon sense—the ultimate qualification for being 
listened to. So if you want colleagues to listen and 
agree with you, first agree with them. 

Before people 
decide what 
they think 
of your 
message,  
they decide 
what they 
think of you. 
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Imagine, for instance, that your company is un-
dergoing a major reorganization and your group is 
feeling deep anxiety over what the change could 
mean—for quality, innovation, job security. Ac-
knowledge people’s fear and concerns when you 
speak to them, whether in formal meetings or dur-
ing watercooler chats. Look them in the eye and say, 

“I know everybody’s feeling a lot of uncertainty right 
now, and it’s unsettling.” People will respect you for 
addressing the elephant in the room, and will be 
more open to hearing what you have to say. 

Smile—and mean it. When we smile sincerely, 
the warmth becomes self-reinforcing: Feeling happy 
makes us smile, and smiling makes us happy. This 
facial feedback is also contagious. We tend to mirror 
one another’s nonverbal expressions and emotions, 
so when we see someone beaming and emanating 
genuine warmth, we can’t resist smiling ourselves. 

Warmth is not easy to fake, of course, and a polite 
smile fools no one. To project warmth, you have to 
genuinely feel it. A natural smile, for instance, in-
volves not only the muscles around the mouth but 
also those around the eyes—the crow’s feet. 

So how do you produce a natural smile? Find 
some reason to feel happy wherever you may be, 
even if you have to resort to laughing at your pre-
dicament. Introverts in social settings can single out 
one person to focus on. This can help you channel 
the sense of comfort you feel with close friends or 
family. 

For example, KNP worked with a manager who 
was having trouble connecting with her employees. 
Having come up through the ranks as a highly ana-
lytic engineer, she projected competence and deter-
mination, but not much warmth. We noticed, how-
ever, that when she talked about where she grew up 
and what she learned about life from the tight-knit 
community in her neighborhood, her demeanor re-
laxed and she smiled broadly. By including a brief 

anecdote about her upbringing when she kicked 
off a meeting or made a presentation, she was able 
to show her colleagues a warm and relatable side of 
herself. 

One thing to avoid: smiling with your eyebrows 
raised at anyone over the age of five. This suggests 
that you are overly eager to please and be liked. It 
also signals anxiety, which, like warmth, is conta-
gious. It will cost you much more in strength than 
you will gain in warmth.

How to Project Strength
Strength or competence can be established by vir-
tue of the position you hold, your reputation, and 
your actual performance. But your presence, or 
demeanor, always counts, too. The way you carry 
yourself doesn’t establish your skill level, of course, 
but it is taken as strong evidence of your attitude—
how serious you are and how determined to tackle 
a challenge—and that is an important component of 
overall strength. The trick is to cultivate a demeanor 
of strength without seeming menacing. 

Feel in command. Warmth may be harder to 
fake, but confidence is harder to talk yourself into. 
Feeling like an impostor—that you don’t belong in 
the position you’re in and are going to be “found 
out”—is very common. But self-doubt completely 
undermines your ability to project confidence, en-
thusiasm, and passion, the qualities that make up 
presence. In fact, if you see yourself as an impostor, 
others will, too. Feeling in command and confident 
is about connecting with yourself. And when we are 
connected with ourselves, it is much easier to con-
nect with others. 

Holding your body in certain ways, as we dis-
cussed above, can help. Although we refer to these 
postures as power poses, they don’t increase your 
dominance over others. They’re about personal 
power—your agency and ability to self-regulate. Re-

Are You Projecting Warmth?
How you present yourself in workplace 
settings matters a great deal to how 
you’re perceived by others. Even if you’re 
not feeling particularly warm, practic-
ing these approaches and using them in 
formal and informal situations can help 
clear your path to influence.

When standing, 
balance your weight 
primarily on one hip 
to avoid appearing 
rigid or tense. 

Tilt your head slightly 
and keep your hands 
open and welcoming.

Warm Cold

Avoid standing with your 
chin pointed down.

Don’t pivot your body 
away from the person 
you’re engaging with. 

Avoid closed-hand  
positions and cutting 
motions.
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cent research led by Dacher Keltner, of the University 
of California, Berkeley, shows that feeling powerful 
in this way allows you to shed the fears and inhibi-
tions that can prevent you from bringing your fullest, 
most authentic and enthusiastic self to a high-stakes 
professional situation, such as a pitch to investors or 
a speech to an influential audience. 

Stand up straight. It is hard to overstate the 
importance of good posture in projecting authority 
and an intention to be taken seriously. As Maya An-
gelou wrote, “Stand up straight and realize who you 
are, that you tower over your circumstances.” Good 
posture does not mean the exaggerated chest-out 
pose known in the military as standing at attention, 
or raising one’s chin up high. It just means reaching 
your full height, using your muscles to straighten 
the S-curve in your spine rather than slouching. It 
sounds trivial, but maximizing the physical space 
your body takes up makes a substantial difference in 
how your audience reacts to you, regardless of your 
height. 

Get ahold of yourself. When you move, move 
deliberately and precisely to a specific spot rather 
than casting your limbs about loose-jointedly. And 
when you are finished moving, be still. Twitching, 
fidgeting, or other visual static sends the signal that 
you’re not in control. Stillness demonstrates calm. 
Combine that with good posture, and you’ll achieve 
what’s known as poise, which telegraphs equilib-
rium and stability, important aspects of credible 
leadership presence.

Standing tall is an especially good way to project 
strength because it doesn’t interfere with warmth 
in the way that other signals of strength—cutting 
gestures, a furrowed brow, an elevated chin—often 
do. People who instruct their children to stand up 
straight and smile are on to something: This sim-
ple combination is perhaps the best way to project 
strength and warmth simultaneously. 

If you want to effectively lead others, you have to 
get the warmth-competence dynamic right. Project-
ing both traits at once is difficult, but the two can be 
mutually reinforcing—and the rewards substantial. 
Earning the trust and appreciation of those around 
you feels good. Feeling in command of a situation 
does, too. Doing both lets you influence people more 
effectively. 

The strategies we suggest may seem awkward at 
first, but they will soon create a positive feedback 
loop. Being calm and confident creates space to be 
warm, open, and appreciative, to choose to act in 
ways that reflect and express your values and priori-
ties. Once you establish your warmth, your strength 
is received as a welcome reassurance. Your leader-
ship becomes not a threat but a gift. 

HBR Reprint R1307C

Are You Projecting Warmth?
Lean inward in a nonaggressive 
manner to signal interest and 
engagement. 

Place your hands comfortably 
on your knees or rest them on 
the table. 

Aim for body language that feels 
professional but relaxed.

Warm Cold

Try not to angle your body 
away from the person you’re 
engaging.

Crossing your arms  
indicates coldness and a  
lack of receptivity.

Avoid sitting “at attention”  
or in an aggressive posture.
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“For the plaintiff in this case, your honor, the product’s bold assertion— 
‘easy-opening lid’—was a cruel and vicious lie.”Cart
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The Secrets 
of Great 
Teamwork
Collaboration has become more 
complex, but success still  
depends on the fundamentals.  
BY MARTINE HAAS AND MARK MORTENSEN

Today’s teams are different from 
the teams of the past: They’re  
far more diverse, dispersed, 

digital, and dynamic (with frequent 
changes in membership). But  
while teams face new hurdles, their 
success still hinges on a core set of 
fundamentals for group collaboration. 
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The basics of team effectiveness were identified 
by J. Richard Hackman, a pioneer in the field of or-
ganizational behavior who began studying teams 
in the 1970s. In more than 40 years of research, he 
uncovered a groundbreaking insight: What matters 
most to collaboration is not the personalities, atti-
tudes, or behavioral styles of team members. Instead, 
what teams need to thrive are certain “enabling con-
ditions.” In our own studies (see the sidebar “About 
the Research”), we’ve found that three of Hackman’s 
conditions—a compelling direction, a strong struc-
ture, and a supportive context—continue to be par-
ticularly critical to team success. In fact, today those 
three requirements demand more attention than 
ever. But we’ve also seen that modern teams are vul-
nerable to two corrosive problems—“us versus them” 
thinking and incomplete information. Overcoming 
those pitfalls requires a fourth critical condition:  
a shared mindset. 

The key takeaway for leaders is this: Though 
teams face an increasingly complicated set of chal-
lenges, a relatively small number of factors have 
an outsized impact on their success. Managers can 
achieve big returns if they understand what those 
factors are and focus on getting them right. 

The Enabling Conditions
Let’s explore in greater detail how to create a cli-
mate that helps diverse, dispersed, digital, dynamic 
teams—what we like to call 4-D teams—attain  
high performance. 

Compelling direction. The foundation of every 
great team is a direction that energizes, orients, and 
engages its members. Teams cannot be inspired if 
they don’t know what they’re working toward and 
don’t have explicit goals. Those goals should be chal-
lenging (modest ones don’t motivate) but not so dif-
ficult that the team becomes dispirited. They also 
must be consequential: People have to care about 

achieving a goal, whether because they stand to gain 
extrinsic rewards, like recognition, pay, and promo-
tions; or intrinsic rewards, such as satisfaction and  
a sense of meaning. 

On 4-D teams, direction is especially crucial be-
cause it’s easy for far-flung members from dissimilar 
backgrounds to hold different views of the group’s 
purpose. Consider one global team we studied. All 
the members agreed that serving their client was 
their goal, but what that meant varied across loca-
tions. Members in Norway equated it with providing 
a product of the absolute highest quality—no matter 
what the cost. Their colleagues in the UK, however, 
felt that if the client needed a solution that was only 
75% accurate, the less precise solution would bet-
ter serve that client. Solving this tension required 
a frank discussion to reach consensus on how the 
team as a whole defined its objectives.

Strong structure. Teams also need the right 
mix and number of members, optimally designed 
tasks and processes, and norms that discourage  
destructive behavior and promote positive dynamics. 

High-performing teams include members with 
a balance of skills. Every individual doesn’t have 
to possess superlative technical and social skills, 
but the team overall needs a healthy dose of both. 
Diversity in knowledge, views, and perspectives, as 
well as in age, gender, and race, can help teams be 
more creative and avoid groupthink. 

This is one area where 4-D teams often have an 
advantage. In research we conducted at the World 
Bank, we found that teams benefited from having 
a blend of cosmopolitan and local members—that 
is, people who have lived in multiple countries and 
speak multiple languages, and people with deep 
roots in the area they’re working in. Cosmopolitan 
members bring technical knowledge and skills and 
expertise that apply in many situations, while locals 
bring country knowledge and insight into an area’s 

It’s easy for far-flung team 
members from diverse 
backgrounds to hold different 
views of a group’s purpose.
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politics, culture, and tastes. In one of the bank’s 
teams, this combination proved critical to the suc-
cess of a project upgrading an urban slum in West 
Africa. A local member pointed out that a microcredit 
scheme might be necessary to help residents pay for 
the new water and sanitation services planned by the 
team, while a cosmopolitan member shared valuable 
information about problems faced in trying to imple-
ment such programs in other countries. Taking both 
perspectives into account, the team came up with  
a more sustainable design for its project.

Adding members is of course one way to en-
sure that a team has the requisite skills and diver-
sity, but increased size comes with costs. Larger 
teams are more vulnerable to poor communication, 
fragmentation, and free riding (due to a lack of ac-
countability). In the executive sessions we lead, we  
frequently hear managers lament that teams be-
come bloated as global experts are pulled in and 
more members are recruited to increase buy-in from 
different locations, divisions, or functions. Team 
leaders must be vigilant about adding members 
only when necessary. The aim should be to include 
the minimum number—and no more. One manager 
told us that anytime she receives a request to add a 
team member, she asks what unique value that per-
son will bring to the group and, in cases where the 
team is already at capacity, which current member  
will be released. 

Team assignments should be designed with 
equal care. Not every task has to be highly creative or 
inspiring; many require a certain amount of drudg-
ery. But leaders can make any task more motivating 
by ensuring that the team is responsible for a signifi-
cant piece of work from beginning to end, that the 
team members have a lot of autonomy in managing 
that work, and that the team receives performance 
feedback on it. 

With 4-D teams, people in different locations 
often handle different components of a task, which 
raises challenges. Consider a software design team 
based in Santa Clara, California, that sends chunks 
of code to its counterparts in Bangalore, India, to re-
vise overnight. Such 24/7 development is common 
as firms seek to use time zone differences to their 
advantage. But in one such team we spoke with, that 
division of labor was demotivating, because it left 
the Indian team members with a poor sense of how 
the pieces of code fit together and with little control 
over what they did and how. Moreover, the develop-
ers in Bangalore got feedback only when what they 
sent back didn’t fit. Repartitioning the work to give 
them ownership over an entire module dramati-
cally increased their motivation and engagement 
and improved the quality, quantity, and efficiency  
of their work.

Destructive dynamics can also undermine collab-
orative efforts. We’ve all seen team members with-
hold information, pressure people to conform, avoid 
responsibility, cast blame, and so on. Teams can 
reduce the potential for dysfunction by establishing 
clear norms—rules that spell out a small number of 
things members must always do (such as arrive at 
meetings on time and give everyone a turn to speak) 
and a small number they must never do (such as in-
terrupt). Instilling such norms is especially impor-
tant when team members operate across different 
national, regional, or organizational cultures (and 
may not share the same view of, for example, the 
importance of punctuality). And in teams whose 
membership is fluid, explicitly reiterating norms at 
regular intervals is key. 

Supportive context. Having the right support 
is the third condition that enables team effective-
ness. This includes maintaining a reward system 
that reinforces good performance, an information 

Idea in Brief
THE PROBLEM
Teams are more diverse, 
dispersed, digital, and dynamic 
than ever before. These 
qualities make collaboration 
especially challenging. 

THE ANALYSIS
Mixing new insights with a 
focus on the fundamentals of 
team effectiveness identified 
by organizational-behavior 
pioneer J. Richard Hackman, 
managers should work to 
establish the conditions that 
will enable teams to thrive. 

THE SOLUTION
The right conditions are 
• a compelling direction 
• a strong structure 
• a supportive context, and 
• a shared mindset
Weaknesses in these areas 
make teams vulnerable to 
problems.

ABOUT THE 
RESEARCH
Over the past 15 years, 
we’ve studied teams and 
groups in a variety of 
contemporary settings. 
We’ve conducted nine 
large research projects 
in global organizations, 
undertaking more than 
300 interviews and 4,200 
surveys with team leaders 
and managers. The teams 
involved worked on projects 
in product development, 
sales, operations, finance, 
R&D, senior management, 
and more, in a wide range 
of industries, including 
software, professional 
services, manufacturing, 
natural resources, and 
consumer products. 
In addition, we have 
conducted executive 
education sessions on 
team effectiveness for 
thousands of team leaders 
and members; their stories 
and experiences have also 
shaped our thinking.
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leaders can do by fostering a common identity and  
common understanding.

In the past teams typically consisted of a stable 
set of fairly homogeneous members who worked 
face-to-face and tended to have a similar mindset. 
But that’s no longer the case, and teams now often 
perceive themselves not as one cohesive group but 
as several smaller subgroups. This is a natural hu-
man response: Our brains use cognitive shortcuts to 
make sense of our increasingly complicated world, 
and one way to deal with the complexity of a 4-D 
team is to lump people into categories. But we also 
are inclined to view our own subgroup—whether it’s 
our function, our unit, our region, or our culture—
more positively than others, and that habit often 
creates tension and hinders collaboration. 

This was the challenge facing Alec, the manager 
of an engineering team at ITT tasked with providing 
software solutions for high-end radio communica-
tions. His team was split between Texas and New 
Jersey, and the two groups viewed each other with 
skepticism and apprehension. Differing time zones, 
regional cultures, and even accents all reinforced 
their dissimilarities, and Alec struggled to keep all 
members up to speed on strategies, priorities, and 
roles. The situation got so bad that during a team 
visit to a customer, members from the two offices 
even opted to stay in separate hotels. In an effort 
to unite the team, Alec took everyone out to dinner, 
only to find the two groups sitting at opposite ends 
of the table. 

Incomplete information is likewise more preva-
lent in 4-D teams. Very often, certain team mem-
bers have important information that others do 
not, because they are experts in specialized areas 
or because members are geographically dispersed, 
new, or both. That information won’t provide much 
value if it isn’t communicated to the rest of the team. 
After all, shared knowledge is the cornerstone of 

system that provides access to the data needed for 
the work, and an educational system that offers 
training, and last—but not least—securing the mate-
rial resources required to do the job, such as funding 
and technological assistance. While no team ever 
gets everything it wants, leaders can head off a lot 
of problems by taking the time to get the essential 
pieces in place from the start.

Ensuring a supportive context is often difficult 
for teams that are geographically distributed and 
digitally dependent, because the resources available 
to members may vary a lot. Consider the experience 
of Jim, who led a new product-development team 
at General Mills that focused on consumer goods 
for the Mexican market. While Jim was based in 
the United States, in Minnesota, some members of 
his team were part of a wholly owned subsidiary in 
Mexico. The team struggled to meet its deadlines, 
which caused friction. But when Jim had the op-
portunity to visit his Mexican team members, he 
realized how poor their IT was and how strapped 
they were for both capital and people—particularly 
in comparison with the headquarters staff. In that 
one visit Jim’s frustration turned to admiration for 
how much his Mexican colleagues were able to ac-
complish with so little, and he realized that the 
problems he’d assumed were due to a clash between 
cultures were actually the result of differences  
in resources.

Shared mindset. Establishing the first three 
enabling conditions will pave the way for team 
success, as Hackman and his colleagues showed. 
But our research indicates that today’s teams need 
something more. Distance and diversity, as well as 
digital communication and changing membership, 
make them especially prone to the problems of “us 
versus them” thinking and incomplete informa-
tion. The solution to both is developing a shared 
mindset among team members—something team 

The problems that the team 
leader assumed were due to a 
culture clash were actually the 
result of differences in resources.
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Returning to Alec, the manager of the team 
whose subgroups booked separate hotels: While his 
dinner started with the Texas colleagues at one end 
of the table and the New Jersey colleagues at the 
other, by its close signs had emerged that the team 
was chipping away at its internal wall. Over the fol-
lowing weeks, Alec stressed the important roles 
members from the two offices played in achieving 
the team’s exciting and engaging goal—designing 
new software for remotely monitoring hardware. He 
emphasized that both subteams contributed neces-
sary skills and pointed out that they depended on 
each other for success. To build more bridges, he 
brought the whole team together several more 
times over the next few months, creating shared 
experiences and common reference points and sto-
ries. Because of his persistent efforts, team mem-
bers started to view the team not as “us and them”  
but as “we.”

effective collaboration; it gives a group a frame of ref-
erence, allows the group to interpret situations and 
decisions correctly, helps people understand one  
another better, and greatly increases efficiency.

Digital dependence often impedes information 
exchange, however. In face-to-face teams, partici-
pants can rely on nonverbal and contextual cues to 
provide insight into what’s going on. When we walk 
into an in-person meeting, for example, we can im-
mediately sense the individual and collective moods 
of the people in the room—information that we use 
(consciously or not) to tailor subsequent interactions. 
Having to rely on digital communication erodes the 
transmission of this crucial type of intelligence.

Some effects of incomplete information came 
to light during a recent executive education session 
at Takeda Pharmaceuticals in Japan. The audience 
was split roughly 50/50 between employees based 
in Japan and those based in the United States. One 
of the U.S. managers took the opportunity to ask 
about something that had puzzled him. Takeda’s 

“share the pain” strategy for dealing with time zone 
differences alternated the scheduling of confer-
ence calls between late nights in America and late 
nights in Asia, and he wondered why his Japanese 
colleagues seemed to take their late-night calls in 
the office, while he and his U.S. colleagues always 
took them at home. His Japanese colleagues’ re-
sponses revealed a variety of motivations for this 
choice—desire for work/life separation, a need to 
run language questions by coworkers, and the lack 
of home office space in a typical Osaka apartment. 
But the result was the same: Though Takeda execu-
tives had intended to “share the pain,” they had not. 
The Americans left the office at a normal hour, had 
dinner with their families, and held calls in the com-
fort of their homes, while their Japanese colleagues 
stayed in the office, missed time with their families, 
and hoped calls ended before the last train home. 
In this case, however, the incomplete informa-
tion wasn’t about the task; it was about something 
equally critical: how the Japanese members of the 
team experienced their work and their relationships 
with distant team members.

Fortunately, there are many ways team leaders 
can actively foster a shared identity and shared un-
derstanding and break down the barriers to coop-
eration and information exchange. One powerful ap-
proach is to ensure that each subgroup feels valued 
for its contributions toward the team’s overall goals. 

Does Your Team Measure Up?

Then score your team on the following aspects of the conditions  
for effectiveness:

COMPELLING 
DIRECTION
Do we have a 
common goal 
that is clear, 
challenging (but  
not impossible), 
and consequential?

STRONG 
STRUCTURE
Do we have the 
right number and 
mix of members?

Are people 
responsible 
for tasks from 
beginning to end?

Do we have 
clear norms 
for acceptable 
conduct?

SUPPORTIVE 
CONTEXT
Do we have 
the resources, 
information, and 
training we need?

Are there 
appropriate 
rewards for 
success?

SHARED  
MINDSET
Do the team 
members have a 
strong common 
identity?

Do we readily 
share information 
with one another 
and understand 
one another's 
constraints  
and context?

This assessment draws on the seminal research of the organizational-behavior 
expert J. Richard Hackman. You can find more of his insights in Leading 
Teams: Setting the Stage for Great Performance (Harvard Business School 
Publishing, 2002).

On a scale of 1 (worst) to 5 (best), rate your team on these criteria:

OUTPUT
Are our customers 
happy with our output—
with its quality, quantity, 
and delivery?

COLLABORATIVE ABILITY
Do our team’s dynamics 
help us work well 
together?

INDIVIDUAL 
DEVELOPMENT
Are individual team 
members improving 
their knowledge, skills, 
and abilities?

To see how your team is doing, evaluate it on the three classic criteria of 
team effectiveness. Then look at how well it meets the four conditions 
that drive the success of teams in a diverse, dispersed, digital, dynamic 
business. Underperformance on the criteria and weaknesses in the 
conditions are usually linked. Understanding the connections between 
them can help your team identify ways to improve.
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For ongoing monitoring, we recommend a simple 
and quick temperature check: Every few months, 
rate your team on each of the four enabling condi-
tions and also on the three criteria of team effective-
ness. (See the sidebar “Does Your Team Measure 
Up?”) Look in particular at the lowest-scored con-
dition and lowest-scored effectiveness criteria, and 
consider how they’re connected. The results will 
show where your team is on track as well as where 
problems may be brewing. 

If you need a deeper diagnosis—perhaps in the 
face of poor performance or a crisis—block out an 
hour or more to conduct an intervention assessment. 
Carefully examine the links between the lowest-rated 
conditions and team effectiveness criteria; manag-
ers who do this usually discover clear relationships  
between them, which suggest a path forward.

You can conduct both the quick check and the 
deeper intervention on your own or assess overall 
alignment by having all team members assign rat-
ings separately. For a team-based check, you should 
compare results across the group. For a team-based 
intervention, you can increase the impact by holding 
a full-scale workshop, where all the members get to-
gether to discuss and compare results. Not only does 
this give you more-complete data—shining a light on 
potential blind spots—but it also reveals differences 
among viewpoints and opens up areas for discussion. 
We have found that it is frequently through the pro-
cess of comparing assessments—a leader’s with the 
team’s, and the team members’ with their peers’—
that the deepest insights arise.

TEAMWORK HAS never been easy—but in recent years 
it has become much more complex. And the trends 
that make it more difficult seem likely to continue, 
as teams become increasingly global, virtual, and 
project-driven. Taking a systematic approach to ana-
lyzing how well your team is set up to succeed—and 
identifying where improvements are needed—can 
make all the difference. 

HBR Reprint R1606E

Many participants in our field research and ex-
ecutive education sessions promote shared un-
derstanding through a practice called “structured 
unstructured time”—that is, time blocked off in the 
schedule to talk about matters not directly related 
to the task at hand. Often this is done by reserving 
the first 10 minutes of teamwide meetings for open 
discussion. The idea is to provide an opportunity 
for members to converse about whatever aspects of 
work or daily life they choose, such as office politics 
or family or personal events. This helps people de-
velop a more complete picture of distant colleagues, 
their work, and their environment. However, team 
leaders must make the discussion’s purpose and 
norms clear or else face 10 minutes of awkwardness 
as everyone waits for someone to speak. 

One team we came across had a related tactic: 
Its members initially “met” over desktop video and 
gave one another virtual tours of their workspaces. 
By simply panning the camera around the room, 
they were able to show their remote colleagues their 
work environment—including things that were likely 
to distract or disrupt them, such as closely seated 
coworkers in an open-plan space or a nearby photo-
copier. After the tours the team members found that 
they were better able to interpret and understand  
distant colleagues’ attitudes and behaviors. 

Evaluating Your Team
Together the four enabling conditions form a recipe 
for building an effective team from scratch. But even 
if you inherit an existing team, you can set the stage 
for its success by focusing on the four fundamentals. 

How will you know if your efforts are working? 
Hackman proposed evaluating team effectiveness 
on three criteria: output, collaborative ability, and 
members’ individual development. We have found 
that these criteria apply as well as ever and advise 
that leaders use them to calibrate their teams over 
time. The ideal approach combines regular light-
touch monitoring for preventive maintenance and 
less frequent but deeper checks when problems arise. 

Even if you inherit an existing team, 
you can prime it for success by 
focusing on the four fundamentals.
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The Uses  
(and Abuses)  
of Influence
Robert Cialdini, considered the leading social scientist in the field 
of influence, was initially drawn to the topic because he saw how 
easily people could step over an ethical line into manipulation or 
even abuse. His 2001 book Influence, which laid out six principles 
of persuasion, was eloquent about the dangers of persuasive 
techniques in the wrong hands. A best-selling article he wrote for 
HBR the same year, “Harnessing the Science of Persuasion,” looked 
at the positive side of persuasion: how managers could use those 
principles to run their organizations more effectively.

Cialdini is the Regents’ Professor Emeritus of Psychology and 
Marketing at Arizona State University and the president of the 
consulting firm Influence at Work. In this edited interview with  
HBR executive editor Sarah Cliffe, he drills deeper into everyday 
uses of persuasion inside businesses and describes new research  
on the ethics of influence.

Spotlight: Interview with Robert Cialdini
Spotlight on Influence
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HBR: I’m going to run a few scenarios by you to 
explore how people can influence others more 
effectively at work. First, imagine that you’re an 
employee trying to behave entrepreneurially. You 
need resources to jump-start a great business 
idea. How do you get people to help? 
Cialdini: It requires prework. People will help if they 
owe you for something you did in the past to ad-
vance their goals. That’s the rule of reciprocity. 

Get in the habit of helping people out, and—this 
part’s really important—don’t wave it away when 
people thank you. Don’t say, “Oh, no big deal.” We’re 
given serious persuasive power immediately af-
ter someone thanks us. So say something like “Of 
course; it’s what partners do for each other”—label 
what happened an act of partnership. With that 
prework done, a manager who subsequently needs 
support, who needs staffing, who maybe even needs 
a budget, will have significantly elevated the prob-
ability of success. 

Adam Grant’s work on the importance of giving 
inside organizations echoes that, doesn’t it? 
It does. Grant provides a brilliant analysis. Another 
fascinating study was done by Frank Flynn, for-
merly at Columbia, now at Stanford. He examined 
giving behaviors at a large telecom and found that 
two things happened when people helped their col-
leagues. One, the helpers were perceived by their fel-
low employees to be extremely valuable. Two—and 
here’s where it gets complicated—they had lower 
productivity on their own projects. They were di-
verting a lot of time and energy to their colleagues’ 
problems. 

How do you manage that discrepancy between 
generosity and productivity?
Flynn found one thing that increased both the social 
value of the giver and that person’s productivity. It 
wasn’t the number of favors done. It was the number 
of favors exchanged. 

If the initial giver creates a sense of reciprocity—
a sense that there’s a network of partners who are 
not just willing but eager to help—he will get a lot 
in return. He can increase the likelihood of a big 
ROI by characterizing his assistance as a two-way 
partnership. 

Second situation: An executive needs to convince 
a group that a big change in direction is necessary. 
What would you advise? 
Moving people under conditions of uncertainty is 
difficult—the first thing they do is freeze. They’re 
scared of what they might lose. Therefore, it’s good 
to tell people what they will lose if they fail to move. 
Daniel Kahneman won a Nobel Prize for showing 
that if you’re trying to mobilize people under condi-
tions of uncertainty, notions of loss are psychologi-
cally more powerful than notions of gain. Managers 
can take the wind in their faces and make it wind in 
their sails by speaking not just of what will be gained 
by moving but also of what will be lost or forgone if 
people fail to move. 

A second thing that happens when people are 
uncertain is that they don’t look inside themselves 
for answers—all they see is ambiguity and their own 
lack of confidence. Instead, they look outside for 
sources of information that can reduce their uncer-
tainty. The first thing they look to is authority: What 
do the experts think about this topic? 

That’s not necessarily the boss. It could be the 
person who knows the subject best.
That’s an important distinction. We’re not talking 
about being in authority but about being an author-
ity. The manager needs to marshal evidence from ac-
knowledged experts—they could be outsiders—that 
aligns with the rationale for the initiative. 

The other place people look is to peers. If a couple 
of people are hanging back in a team meeting, the 
manager shouldn’t hammer those guys, trying to get 
them to fall in line. Instead, he or she should identify 

Get in the habit of helping people out, and don’t 
wave it away and say, “Oh, no big deal.” We have 
serious persuasive power immediately after 
someone thanks us.

Spotlight on Influence
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a respected member of the group who agrees with 
the plan and ask that person to weigh in. Peers are 
often more convincing than executives when we’re 
deciding what we should do. 

Here’s another scenario. I was recently at a confer-
ence where a group of CEOs were asked to cooper-
ate on a task that was important in a civic sense—
important to the world—but was not necessarily 
something their shareholders would applaud. The 
organizer was deeply respected but had no formal 
power. In that kind of situation, how do you get 
people to make commitments that last beyond the 
feel-good moment?
Two things strike me as important. The first is some-
thing I’m thinking about right now for a book I’m 
writing: the power of we. When people see them-
selves as part of a larger group that has a shared iden-
tity, they are willing to take steps they wouldn’t take 

for their individual interests. The research on this 
is very clear. So the organizer needed to build that 
sense of shared purpose in the moment. 

Once people disperse, they go back to their every-
day we—in this case, the companies they run. So you 
need to lock in the change by getting people to make 
a public commitment while they’re still together. 
You have to ask them what they will do and, if pos-
sible, get a written response.

Why does getting it in writing matter?
People live up to what they write down, for some 
reason; it seems to make the choice more conscious. 
They should also be asked to make commitments 
about next steps and to schedule another conversa-
tion, by which time they will be ready to describe the 
progress they’ve made. Bit by bit, the commitment 
becomes more concrete. 

If you want to build up your informal networks, 
how do you go about it? 
Here’s where the internet helps us. We can find out 
a lot about people by checking their Facebook or 
LinkedIn pages. Look for things you have in com-
mon—maybe it’s running, maybe it’s knitting, maybe 
it’s where you went to school. Finding something in 
common is powerful, because we like people who 
are like us; that’s another principle of influence. If 
you use that similarity as a point of departure, and if 
you do it honestly, they’ll like you, and you’ll come 
to like them. Now you have people who are willing 
to be part of your network because of commonalities 
that were under the surface. 

What advice can you give people who are reluctant 
to negotiate for themselves and need to get better 
at it? I’m thinking particularly about the research 
suggesting that women typically “don’t ask.” 
I’ve done some work with Jeffrey Pfeffer, of Stanford, 
on whether you need someone to advance your case 
in a negotiation, and we’ve found that having an 
agent or advocate can be very helpful. 

There are two benefits associated with having 
an agent when, say, you’re being considered or re-
cruited for a position. One is that you’re perceived 
as more prestigious if someone is advocating for you. 
That’s the authority principle in action. 

The liking principle also comes into play. If you 
have to be a broker of information about yourself, 
you often appear self-aggrandizing, and it rubs peo-
ple the wrong way. In the research we did, we found 

Persuasion works by appealing to certain deeply 
rooted human responses. Experiments in social 
psychology by Robert Cialdini and others have 
identified six of those responses, which Cialdini 
initially described in his book Influence. 

Liking 
If people like you—because they sense that you like them, 
or because of things you have in common—they’re more  
apt to say yes to you. 
Reciprocity  
People tend to return favors. If you help people, they’ll  
help you. If you behave in a certain way (cooperatively,  
for example), they’ll respond in kind. 
Social proof 
People will do things they see other people doing— 
especially if those people seem similar to them. 
Commitment and consistency
People want to be consistent, or at least to appear to be. 
If they make a public, voluntary commitment, they’ll try to 
follow through. 
Authority
People defer to experts and to those in positions of  
authority (and typically underestimate their tendency  
to do so). 
Scarcity 
People value things more if they perceive them to be scarce. 

The Six Principles of Persuasion
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that if an advocate for a candidate makes demands 
that are based on the candidate’s merits, it doesn’t 
harm the candidate. But if the candidate argues the 
very same case, it does. The people on the receiving 
end just don’t like that person, who comes off as a 
braggart. 

This is especially relevant for women. We have 
done research showing that women who are any-
thing less than modest about their accomplish-
ments are harmed interpersonally. Men can also do 

human condition. The bad news is that their weights 
change from culture to culture.

In our research, we’ve found that in more collec-
tivist, communal cultures, certain kinds of persua-
sive appeals are more successful. Social proof is very 
powerful. If a lot of your peers are doing something, 
that’s a more powerful impetus for you than for 
people in more individualistic cultures, where one 
looks inside the self and doesn’t use the group as the 
standard for deciding. 

Moving people under conditions of uncertainty 
is difficult—they freeze. They’re scared of what 
they might lose. It’s good to tell people what 
they will lose if they fail to move.

themselves damage by being boastful, but we expect 
them to be aggressive. It hurts them far, far less than 
it hurts women.

Because of this bias, women will do better in 
organizations where managers are expected to ad-
vance the case for their people—where that’s the 
cultural norm. 

Any organization has minority groups—people 
who are “other” to some extent. Do they face 
difficulties when it comes to influencing those 
around them?
Yes, because of the similarity factor we talked about 
earlier. But there’s a way around that. Those surface 
characteristics—race, ethnicity, foreign-born status—
become irrelevant when there are commonalities in 
terms of values. We all want to work with people 
who share our sense of what’s important—our priori-
ties on the job, or even beyond the job. So one thing 
people can do is establish commonalities that aren’t 
immediately visible. It usually takes a while for those 
things to be recognized; you can shorten the process 
by speaking about values more spontaneously.

So many businesses now are global—what kinds 
of difficulties do you run into cross-culturally with 
persuasion?
The good news is that the six principles of influence 
do seem to exist in all cultures. They’re part of the 

For example, we did a study in the U.S. and in 
Poland, which has a more communal orientation 
than the U.S. We asked individuals if they would be 
willing to participate in a marketing survey. We also 
asked them whether they had done that sort of thing 
in the past and whether they thought their friends 
had. In the U.S. the issue that best correlated with 
whether people would participate was whether 
they themselves had previously done so. That’s the 
principle of consistency in action. In Poland it was 
whether they perceived that their friends had done 
that sort of thing in the past. 

One of the clichés in Western management 
literature is that the command-and-control 
organization is dead. When we print something 
like that in HBR, I’m never sure if it rings true 
globally. 
There’s some evidence in that regard. Citibank 
asked its managers in various countries the follow-
ing question: Suppose a fellow manager’s project is 
suffering, and he or she asks for help. Responding 
will take time and energy, maybe even resources 
and staffing. Under what circumstances would you 
feel most compelled to help? In Hong Kong and in 
China the answer was “I would ask myself, Is the re-
quester connected to a senior person in my group?” 
Out of fealty, you have to say yes to someone who 
is above you. In Spain the answer was “I would ask 

80� Harvard Business Review July–August 2013

Spotlight on Influence



myself, Is the requester connected to one of my 
friends?” There it’s not fealty; it’s loyalty. It’s the 
liking principle. You have to know those shifts in 
emphasis across cultures in order to optimize your 
effectiveness. 

One thing that has changed since you did your 
original work on influence is the extent to which 
the internet and social media have taken over our 
lives. When you’re not in a face-to-face setting, 
how does influence change?
Social media have allowed us to access other sources 
of information than in the past, but I don’t think 
they’ve changed our responses to influence appeals. 
One thing we’re seeing, though, is that people are 
beginning to be influenced by their peers more than 
by experts. 

If you look at TripAdvisor or Yelp, you find that 
it’s not travel writers or restaurant critics who are 
influencing others’ choices. It’s people just like you 
and me, who can now report on their experiences.

That peer-influence effect reminds me of the work 
you’ve done on how hotels influence guests to 
reuse towels. Making an environmental argument 
was powerful, but what really moved the needle 
was hearing about the number of other guests 
who reused their towels. 
Yes, and in follow-up studies we found that the most 
successful message was not the one that said the 
majority of people who’ve stayed in this hotel re-
used their towels. It was the one that said the major-
ity of people who’ve stayed in this room reused their 
towels. 

That’s such an odd finding.
Isn’t it? But one thing I’ve learned is that the most 
primitive techniques of influence are the most pow-
erful ones. By “primitive,” I don’t mean anything de-
rogatory. It’s just clear that the more localized and 
personalized we can make a source of information, 
the more likely it is to move people in our direction. 

What emerging themes in the field interest you?
One important issue is the durability of the change 
we create. The research typically hasn’t looked at 
that. However, along with a company called Opower, 
we’re now in our fourth year of giving people access 
to information about their neighbors’ patterns of en-
ergy usage, and the latest study indicates that people 
continue to pay attention to that information and to 

adjust their own usage accordingly. We have to give 
people a reason to pay attention—in this case, it’s 
evidence about what their neighbors are doing—so 
that their commitments will endure. 

The other issue I’ve gotten interested in is the 
ethics of influence, which we haven’t examined in a 
rigorous, scientific way. What are the consequences 
of being ethical or unethical? Of course, we know 
that a person’s reputation—and her ability to influ-
ence—suffer damage if she is discovered to have 
been unethical, especially inside an organization. 
However, that fact doesn’t necessarily constrain 
less-than-ethical behavior. Here’s why: People don’t 
expect to be found out. Especially at the highest lev-
els of power, people feel that they’re bulletproof. 

So we’re approaching ethics from another, more 
self-interested, angle: Is there a bottom-line argu-
ment for being scrupulously ethical in the way you 
deal with customers, clients, vendors, regulators, 
and so on? Our hypothesis is that if an organization 
allows or cultivates a culture of dishonesty with the 
world outside the firm, the people inside the organi-
zation who are uncomfortable with dishonesty will 
seek to leave, and they will remain uncomfortable 
and stressed until they do. Conversely, the people 
who are comfortable with dishonesty will stay. Even-
tually the organization will be full of people who are 
comfortable with cheating—and who will cheat the 
organization. 

Along with Adriana Samper [of Arizona State 
University] and Jessica Li [of the University of Kan-
sas], I’ve done some experimental work to test this 
hypothesis. First we set up project teams and gave 
some members reason to believe that their fel-
low team members had conspired to cheat. When 
those witnesses were then given a difficult problem 
to solve, they performed significantly worse than 
people who hadn’t been exposed to cheating. They 
were stressed. They were preoccupied to the point 
where it affected their performance. In a related ex-
periment, people who, when given a choice, were 
comfortable working with a dishonest team cheated 
50% more often than anyone else did. 

These are early data, but we suspect this is a de-
cent proxy for what will happen inside an organi-
zation over time. If an organization chooses to be 
unethical with clients or suppliers, it will ultimately 
be cheated by people who are happy to work in a dis-
honest culture. Eventually the organization will pay 
for it on the bottom line. Count on it. 
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