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even manage but are critical to WPP's success. Indeed, WPP's mis­

sion and strategy statement begins, "To develop and manage tal­

ent; to apply that talent throughout the world." 

Sorrell is a bundle of energy. He is opinionated, forthright, and 

clever. Over a twenty-year period, he has applied these talents to 

build a formidable global business. And over the years, he has 

learned to use some of his personal differences as a leader. Ask his 

colleagues about Sorrell, and a fairly consistent picture emerges. 

First they will tell you of his legendarily rapid response to 

e-mails-whenever, wherever. It's not unusual, for example;~ for 

Sorrell to spend a working week in the United States but remain on 

U.K. time for those he works with in London. All of Sorrell's fifteen 

thousand colleagues have access to him. His message is clear: I am 

available. You are important. As he told us, "If someone contacts 

you, there's a reason. It's got nothing to do with the hierarchy. It 

doesn't matter if they're not a big person. There's nothing more 

frustrating than a voice mail and then nothing back. We're in a ser­

vice business." 

But this is not the only difference that he communicates. "I am 

seen as the boring, workaholic accountant and as a micro-manager," 

he told us. "But I take it as a compliment rather than an insult. 

Involvement is important. You've got to know what's going on." 

Anyone receiving a visit from Sorrell can expect some tough, one­

to-one questioning-on the numbers as well as the creative side of 

the business. Sorrell's difference reminds people that, central 

though creativity is, WPP is a creative business. 

When we talked to Sorrell's colleagues, the other thing they 

noted is his permanent state of dissatisfaction. He is justifiably 

proud of WPP's success, but constantly reminds people that 

"there's an awful long way to go." 
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ries. We are neither equipped to do so nor do we see it as central to 

understanding effective leadership. There is already a rich and 

extensive psychological literature that addresses, for example, the 

related concepts of "self," "identity," and "personality."4 

Even if you do not know the research, you are probably familiar 

with one of its spin-offs: the extensive range of popular diagnostic 

instruments and psychometric tools that can help you to under­

stand "who you are": your particular strengths, weaknesses, apti­

tudes, personality attributes, and so on. 

Self-assessment instruments are often helpful. They can help 

us understand, for example, the kinds of activities, jobs, or careers 

we might find most fulfilling. But taken to extremes, they can also 

be limiting. How we as individuals-and our identities-develop is 

rarely as "planned" as those who promote the assessments suggest. 

Discovering who we are is likely to be a lifetime process involving 

continual testing and learning, trial and error, and many twists and 

turns along the way. Every twist results in learning, and learning is 

always done in conjunction with others. 

These primarily psychological approaches to personal identity 

have their limits if we are trying to understand leadership. Leader­

ship is a relationship. Inevitably, you show what you know about 

yourself in context, to others. This opens the possibility that you 

will show different aspects of who you are at different times and in 

different places-and that the creation of self is also a lifelong 

process. 

What Works/or You? 

Given this lifelong journey of exploration, it is clearly unrea­

sonable to expect that skillful self-disclosure should rest upon 

complete self-knowledge. Effective leaders rarely have perfect 
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self-insight. Some are too fixed on their overarching purpose to 

worry much about themselves, while others display narcissistic 
thj 

properties that badly distort their sense of self.5 They are only an 

human. ind 
What characterizes effective leaders is a sense of what works nol 

for them with others. As we noted earlier, this does not necessar­ us 

ily require that they have a deep understanding of how and why it tim 

works. What we observe in effective leaders is primarily a matter of 

self-awareness. As they interact with others, leaders seem better app 

able to learn how they are seen and how they can actively shape OnE 
~ 

others' perceptions in the formation of their identity. sonl 

Think back to an experience that is certainly not unique to lon~ 

those who go on to become great leaders. Most of us can probably and 
recall from our early teenage dating years a time when, excessively 

concerned with dress and appearance, we had favorite items of bos~ 

clothing. Remember the lucky shirt, the winning shoes, the special faml 

perfume, that seemed to work for us? You may even recall your Did I 

anger when the special shirt had not been ironed or the favorite stra1 

perfume ran out. that' 

Your investigations may have gone further. You may have John 
sought to test, for example, where your differences had their great­ doub 

est impact: on the dance floor, in the coffee bar, or walking in the time 

park? In fact, your adolescence probably marks the first time that ferer 

you consciously thought through and tried out how to make the crow 

most of your differences in a way that might excite others, I 

Effective leaders keep working at this art. They develop a close homl 

understanding of their differences. In particular, they become skillf 

aware of what is different about them that makes them attractive figur 

to others. They learn to use these differences to their advantage in his h 

a leadership role. after 
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in Japanese society. In his book Never Mind School Records, for 

instance, he argued that school achievements are not important in 

judging the ability to do business.6 He completely rethought the 

nature of U.S.-Japan economic relations, and Sony became the first 

Japanese company to be listed on the New York Stock Exchange. 

More than that, he was perhaps the first significant business leader 

to understand the idea of an organization that served customers, 

shareholders, and employees on a global basis irrespective of the 

company's nation of origin. 

But remember, leadership is nonhierarchical. We have observed 

people using their differences in order to build their leadership 

capability at all levels of the organization. Consider Carol Browne, a 

nurse we encountered in a New York hospital. She is interperson­

ally highly skilled. Indeed, you could describe her as charming. 

What is really remarkable is that she uses her charm to weld 

together a team of nurses, administrators, doctors, and paramedics 

built around care for patients. Carol's charm is real and used for an 

overarching purpose. 

To begin with, this is unconscious. But at some point, individu­

als make conscious choices about what works for them and how 

much they are prepared to adapt. 

Consider the case of Paulette. She runs a sales force for Proc­

ter & Gamble. At first meeting, she seems a shy, rather retiring kind 

of person. Indeed, our first observation was that there was nothing 

exceptional about her. And then we observed her with her team. 

Two powerful leadership differences were on display to great effect. 

First, the sheer analytical power of her intellect: every aspect of the 

market, the competition, and the products had been analyzed, to 

the delight of her followers. Second, her passion for winning 

excited everyone around her to higher performance. Rarely have 
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disagree with his political beliefs, but are still prepared to vote for 

him because he radiates concern about London. 

Sometimes the personal differences perceived by colleagues as 

important are not quite what you might expect. Take Franz Humer, 

the chairman of health-care company Roche. In our work with hun­

dreds of his colleagues over recent years, we have often asked them 

about the differences he communicates. They list many character­

istics, among them his entrepreneurial flair, marketing insight, and 

passion for innovation. But what do they put at th€ top of the list? 

His communication of emotion-particularly through the use of his 

piercing blue eyes. This observation is all the more surprising com­

ing from rational Swiss scientists. 

Our first meeting with Humer was revealing. One of the authors 

was ushered into his large office overlooking the Rhine and shown 

to a table in a far corner of the room. A polite opening question was 

addressed to Dr. Humer. He rose silently from his desk and strode 

to the window to gaze for several moments at the Rhine. Then he 

returned to his desk and lit a large cigar. He walked slowly to the 

corner where we sat, drew upon the cigar, peered carefully over his 

lowered half-glasses, and finally answered the question. 

From question to answer was probably around a minute, but it 

felt as if two hundred years had passed. At first sight, this might 

appear to be yet another CEO using the trappings of office as an 

excuse for arrogant behavior. But this would be a misinterpreta­

tion. As his colleagues later confirmed, Humer is a master of using 

silence and facial expression to communicate his emotional inten­

sity and thoughtfulness. These are appropriate leadership values if 

you are running a complex, knowledge-based business. 

l"ran2l\um~1 ~\';;\) 'm:\\~~~'5 \\\c.\ })~'\:'5<;)\\o..\ \'I'O..':,«,l<)l\. lS what drives 

innovation. Watch him make a public presentation, and you witness 
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In all these examples, leaders are using personal differences 

that work for them appropriately in context. They convey the right 

message-and they are real. Ultimately, it is this sense of authentic 

self-expression that makes them so convincing. 

But how do we know they are real? This is a difficult question 

to answer. There are large and complex philosophical issues here. 

Ultimately, we are helped by the tremendous human capacity to.. 
instinctively recognize behavior that is not authentic. And when 

followers spot this, it is very hard for leaders to recover. 

This, of course, is the problem with many of the leadership 

recipe books written by successful executives. Even if it is un­

intended by the authors, there is a significant risk that readers 

conclude that by mimicking what worked for others, they too can 

become great leaders. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

Only one person does Jack Welch convincingly-and that's Jack 

Welch. Ditto Lee Iacocca, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Richard Branson, 

and all the other "legendary" figures held up before us as leader­

ship role models through the years. The challenge for all aspiring 

leaders is to become more knowing and more skilled at disclosing 

themselves, rather than trying to become someone else. 

This means digging deep, using what you have, and keeping a 

continual reality check with others about how you are perceived. 

Digging deep often means going back to your origins, a theme we 

will explore in some detail later in the chapter. It's no surprise, for 

example, to learn that Martin Sorrell explains his view that people 

all over the organization should be listened to by reference to his 

father's strong ideals. He believed, Martin told us, "that every one 

has value." Similarly, Greg Dyke feels he inherits his "man of the 

people" style from his father, who would "talk to everyone, includ­

ing the road sweeper, and would laugh at people who took them­

selves too seriously." 
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space to see themselves in the role, to assess their performance 

and how well it fits the needs of others and the context. 

Sometimes the surprise element of communication can be dev­

astating. We met a social worker in Brazil who decided to enter the 

world of the local gangs by starting and coaching a soccer team. 

The gangs initially viewed this gentle philanthropist with great sus­

picion. What worked for him was that he was one of the hardest 

tacklers around. He showed even the hardest that he was tough; 
~ 

and despite the emphasis on silky skills in Brazilian football, there 

is nothing more admired than a strong tackle. He won first respect 

and later love. 

Consider Jean Tomlin. At the time we interviewed her, she 

was HR director at the retailer Marks & Spencer.9 Jean is a black 

woman in one of the most senior HR positions in the United King­

dom. She reflects, with much insight, on the appropriate presenta­

tion of self: 

Before I go into a situation, I try to understand what it is they 

will be thinking. I prepare what I am going to say and who I am 

going to be in that context. Going to a function or into a room 

full of people I don't know, I try and do a bit of homework to 

understand what I am going into. I want to be me, but I am 

channeling parts of me to context. What you get is a segment 

of me. It is not fabricated or a fa<;ade-it's the bits that are 

l~\~'la.\\\\\,Jl 'Tho.\ i~\\.~\\.\:i'\\.. 

I have a {larticular way of being when engaging as a leader. 

I have been told my eyes become more focused, 1speak more 

slowly-it's clear we have a task to discuss. I take on another 

aspect-clear, focused, seriousness of face-but it's just part 

~\.\..~~ S~~(:t't\lro.,ana. lleCY\jle that know me una.en:,tancl that. 
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This is the familiar trap of the narcissistic leader, a well-worked 

theme in the leadership literature. 1O What our colleague Jay Con­

ger calls the "shadow side of charisma" leads individuals to become 

self-serving and to have an exaggerated sense of their own abilities 

and self-importance,u In our terms these leaders are aware of their 

differences but distort them, eventually blowing them out of all 

proportion, often with disastrous consequences. The list of exam­

ples is long: from Edwin Land with Polaroid in the 1970s to Steve 

Jobs at Apple, Jan Carlzon at SAS, and Pehr Gyllenhammer at 

VOlVO. 12 All developed a sense of infallibility that put their compa­

nies at risk. 

There Is a Leader in the Team 

Effective leaders deploy their differences to serve both their 

own and the team's interests. In effect, they convey the reassuring 

message that "if you fall, I will catch you." Their people know the 

leader has the strengths to carry out the task but that he will also 

step aside and let them develop their own strengths. In effect, this is 

what typically protects such leaders from the charge of "showing off." 

The yachtsman and adventurer Pete Goss is a powerful exam­

ple. He is perhaps best known for his heroic rescue-in the teeth of 

a hurricane-of a French competitor in the Vendee Globe single­

handed round-the-world yacht race. For this, Pete was awarded 

the Legion d'Honneur, France's highest award for gallantry. He has 

also been awarded an MBE (Member of the British Empire) and 

been named Yachtsman of the Year. Pete has a string of other 

achievements to his name, including the development of a revolu­

tionary catamaran sponsored by Team Philips. 

There is no doubt that Pete is a big character, driven by a fierce 

personal passion and a determination to succeed. Once he has set 
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only one. As individuals move through life, they experience mobil­

ity-social and geographical, within and between organizations, 

across and up and down hierarchies. And this experience of mobil­

ity can disrupt an individual's sense of self. 

In the United States, for example, high levels of social mobility 

have been associated by some social critics with societal symptoms 

of rootlessness and alienation. This was memorably captured in 

David Reisman's classic study, The Lonely Crowd. 17\ In contrast, 

our observation of effective leaders is that as well as being com­

fortable with their origins, they are also at ease with mobility. They 

take themselves with them to new contexts. They adapt, of course, 

but they retain their authenticity in the new situation. (This is dis­

cussed further in chapter 5.) 

Growing Your Own 

If comfort with origins and ease with mobility help with 

authenticity, how can aspiring leaders grow these capabilities? 

What follows is a list of pragmatic suggestions drawn from our 

interview material. Not all of these will work for everyone; try to 

find techniques that help you. But if you cannot develop a refined 

awareness of what works for you, then your leadership abilities will 

be limited. 

•	 Seek out new experiences and new contexts. This can 

involve changes as small as seeking to lead outside your 

function or as large as seeking to lead in an entirely differ­

ent context. We interviewed a tough CFO who worked in a 

drug rehab unit on a one-month sabbatical. He reported 

that it forced him to reexamine his own leadership behav­

iors and to reconnect with his fundamental values. One 
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family, we all need a third place: somewhere we can make 

associations and develop a sense of self, freed from the 

obligations of work and family roles. IS For the fictional 

characters in the U.S. comedy drama Cheers, the bar 

illustrates such a third place. 

Knowing yourself, being yourself, and disclosing yourself are 

vital ingredients of effective leadership. In chapter 3, we show how, 

on the basis of this knowledge, you can start to take leadership risks. 
~ 


