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Preface

School ended at sixteen. They were happy for me to go, and I was happy to leave. Being ‘military brats’, it was the last of many schools that my brother and I attended, on both sides of the Atlantic. For the next seven years I trotted around catwalks in several countries wearing remarkable clothes, with big hair and strong make-up. I was an unexceptional fashion model, which didn’t matter too much because the fashion industry probably wasn’t for me (aside from the clothes, that is, and maybe the hair and make-up). But while I was there I saw first hand the power of exceptional leaders and their influence on organizations. Designers like Betty Jackson, Willi Smith, who sadly died prematurely in 1987, and the inimitable Vivienne Westwood, who was producing iconic clothing into her eighties.

At age twenty-two, a cheap flight brought me to Delhi via Kabul, then occupied by the Soviet Union. From the Indian capital I took a scenic thirty-hour train journey a long way south and east to Srikakulam, in the state of Andhra Pradesh. A Jeep ride completed my trip to a remote village called Kotturu, and into an expired medical centre’s operating theatre, which was to be my home for the year. It was a rural development project led by an exceptional man. I was there to learn. H. R. Prakash was tall and imposing yet gentle. He could speak to anyone and did so in at least four languages, English, Hindi, Telugu, and Tamil. Prakash knew a great deal about aid and development, and how to manage delicate relationships with politicians and landowners; he was clever, had profound integrity, and heaps of emotional intelligence, long before the world even knew what it was.

After another decade, which included fundraising for various organizations campaigning for a better world, I returned to education at the London School of Economics (LSE). To the surprise of those who knew me at school, I did quite well. I also learned that changing the world needs more than youthful optimism and theories built on emotion. It requires examination through detailed data, to test hypotheses and work backwards from there.

Following my undergraduate education I worked closely with three leaders, two in the UK and one in the US. It was the observations I made about these presidents of universities that motivated my PhD research at Warwick Business School, and took me into a career in academe.

So what have I observed about leadership in my life, my work, and eventually my research?

It is that those who really motivate others, set the highest standards and ultimately make their organizations great, are people who have deeply learned their craft. They are credible core business experts. They are not rootless generalists who flit from organization to organization.

This book is the summation of fifteen years of empirical research into leaders. It uses quantitative data to examine all kinds of organizations and settings in an attempt to reach a generalizable form of ‘truth’.

I start by asking what we can learn about leadership from the world’s most successful organizations; who is leading our best hospitals, the highly innovative tech firms, the top basketball teams, and the most enduring banks? This matters, because the very best institutions – in any setting – have the status and wealth to choose whomever they like as their CEO and line management. If they choose experts, this tells us something important. Something really important. And, as we will see, it is predominantly expert leaders, those who are credible, those who have credibility, who are the managers and leaders of the best companies.

I have examined leadership across all industries and found that core business expert leaders enhance organizational performance, produce happy and productive workplaces, and create a series of other spill-over effects like improved innovation, attracting top talent, and positive ‘signalling’ to stakeholders. Crucially, in a world threatened by climate catastrophe as a result of short-termist profit maximizing, experts opt for a more sustainable long view.

Expertise isn’t a consumer good you can buy off the shelf; nor is it something that is acquired once you hold an MBA certificate in your hand – it takes time and tenacity. People often point to robots, artificial intelligence, and other emerging technologies as the future of business. Yet, organizations also have much to gain by making one simple but profound adjustment: cultivating talented leaders with deep industry expertise and then training them with the requisite management and leadership skills. Such a transformation promises to make our workplaces happier and more productive, our politicians and corporate brands more respected, and our private companies and public sector more innovative, dynamic, and robust.

This book is for you if you run a company. It will convince you that the most successful firms put experts into their leadership and management, and it will help you find, keep, and develop the best experts inside your own organization.

This book is for you if you’re a rising star. It will motivate you to become an expert yourself by working diligently in your selected field and adding leadership and management skills to your expert portfolio gradually, and never at the expense of core business knowledge.

And if you are already an expert thinking about becoming a leader, this book is for you. When you leave the expert bench and go into the boardroom, you will have to practise respect for and be open-minded towards those with qualities other than technical expertise, and you will have to learn new ways of being. You will find your former expert colleagues probably think less of you, and ask you, tiresomely, why you wanted to become a leader. But if you can be an expert and a leader, then you will contribute significantly more.

The pendulum has swung way too far down the generalist managerial path. Generalists have created workplaces riven with bureaucracy, metrics, management jargon, and other impediments to productivity, longevity, and innovation. And we have acquiesced to non-experts on climate change – leaving us in sight of another extinction. I believe that our world urgently needs credible expert leaders.







1

When Non-experts Fly the Plane

‘What banking qualifications have you got, Mr Hornby?’

A forty-two-year-old man, in an expensive dark blue suit and a nondescript tie and pink shirt, takes a shallow breath. The questioner, Nick Ainger, a Member of the British Parliament, who began his career as a dock worker in south Wales, and has seen a side of life inconceivable to the man in the expensive suit, leans forward across the table. His eyes slightly harden. Mr Ainger waits for an answer, although he knows the answer. Mr Andrew Hornby waits to answer, although everyone in the room knows the answer.

‘I do not have any formal banking qualifications.’

Mr Ainger’s thoughts on receiving this reply are unknown and may have been unprintable. What he did know, however, was that the man sitting opposite him, whose previous experience had been running a grocery business, had just ruined one of the world’s most important banks. As this book will go on to argue, when non-experts are put in charge of organizations, disaster often strikes.

Andrew Hornby was CEO of HBOS, one of the largest financial institutions in Europe, when interrogated by Ainger on 20 February 2009, while the world was suffering the aftermath of the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression (1929–39). The room was a grand one, and full of adrenalin and journalists. A fourteen-member cross-party Treasury Select Committee were questioning four astoundingly well-paid British bankers.1 In addition to their interrogation of Hornby, the inquisitorial committee were interviewing Sir Fred Goodwin and Sir Tom McKillop, former chief executive and chairman of Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) respectively, and Lord Stevenson of Coddenham, its former chairman.

Andy Hornby, without mentioning that his primary degree was in English literature, went on: ‘I have an MBA from Harvard Business School where I specialized in all the finance courses, including financial services.’

The fact of the matter was that none of these four senior bankers had any formal banking qualifications.

In a £28 billion merger in 2001, Halifax and Bank of Scotland became HBOS, then the fifth largest bank in the UK. In February 2005 the Guardian newspaper ran a headline ‘Bank Managers Getting Younger’ when Andy Hornby became chief operating officer of the merged HBOS. A year later, at the age of thirty-nine, Hornby succeeded James Crosby as HBOS CEO. He embarked on a forceful campaign to increase the bank’s stature relative to four other industry giants: Lloyds TSB, Royal Bank of Scotland, HSBC, and Barclays.

Hornby’s expansion strategy proved catastrophic. Instead of focusing on sound, long-term business goals, Hornby pushed the bank to aggressively pursue riskier loans to maximize short-term profits. This led to a £213 billion gap between loans and deposits.2 In 2008, with the United Kingdom’s national economy at risk, taxpayers extended to Lloyds and HBOS a £20 billion bailout. The UK’s National Audit Office, the watchdog of public spending, estimated that around £1.2 trillion was eventually paid out by British taxpayers after colossal mistakes were made by these and other bankers. At that time, the working population of Great Britain was approximately 30 million people. If you do the arithmetic, that comes to a cost of £40,000 ($54,400) per person. The average annual wage in Great Britain was then close to £20,000 per annum.

Citigroup Inc. is another of the world’s largest banks. It too nearly collapsed in 1991. Between the late 1950s and early 1980s the bank had been led by two experienced commercial bankers: George S. Moore followed by Walter B. Wriston.3 But in 1984, John S. Reed, a non-banking general manager, was appointed chairman and CEO. He wasn’t shy about his lack of expertise; indeed he proudly declared that he was ‘not a banker’.4 Like Hornby, Reed had management degrees, but from MIT. In 1991, for the first time in its history, the bank failed to pay annual dividends and the company lost around a billion dollars.5 To get out of the hole, thousands lost their jobs, and savage cost-cutting ensued. Reed was sacked in 2000. But rather than learn from their mistake, the board hired two similar men, one a corporate lawyer, Charles O. Prince III, and the other an economist, Robert E. Rubin. In the 2008 financial crisis the bank almost collapsed a second time. Like HBOS, Citigroup was bailed out by the government, which cost US taxpayers $517 billion.6 Prince was let go, but Rubin convinced them he should stay. Rubin earned $115 million in pay between 1999 and 2008.7

Andy Hornby had once been described as the ‘whizz kid of British banking’.8 Educated at Oxford University, and finally Harvard, his early professional life was in the cement business of Blue Circle Industries, then on to supermarket chain Asda, where he became a managing director at the age of thirty. After running grocery supermarkets, Hornby then moved to a top management job in a major bank, with virtually no core business knowledge or experience in banking.

A few years after the 2008 crisis, I struck up a conversation about Hornby with an acquaintance of his at the London School of Economics. When I mentioned Hornby’s lack of banking qualifications and experience, or core business knowledge, he replied: ‘Andy is a really smart guy, you know.’ ‘So,’ I said to my friend, who was a smart guy himself, ‘you wouldn’t mind, then, if he performed surgery on you should you ever have the misfortune to need it?’

Another more recent example of the disastrous consequences of having non-experts in leadership positions occurred as I was completing the book.

On 6 September 2022, Elizabeth Truss won the competition to become leader of the Conservative Party after Boris Johnson was forced to step down. As a result, she became the next prime minister of the United Kingdom and immediately appointed her close political ally Akwasi Kwarteng Chancellor of the Exchequer (‘Finance Minister’ in other countries’ terminology). Due to the peculiarities of the British political system, a tiny proportion of the British electorate had put them in charge of the United Kingdom’s economy and society. It was to prove an extraordinary natural experiment vividly demonstrating what happens when leaders not only lack expertise themselves, but also ignore the deep expertise available to them.

Forty-eight hours after taking office, on 8 September, Truss and Kwarteng sacked the most senior civil servant in the Treasury (the nation’s finance department). They then refused to listen to, or co-operate with, the Office of Budget Responsibility, a publicly funded body expressly created to provide independent analysis and advice on the public finances. For months before her election, Truss had derided what she called Treasury economic orthodoxy, and she and Kwarteng had hatched a radical plan to transform the nation’s finances, informed not by any real knowledge of economics, but by ideology.

Truss had studied politics, philosophy, and economics (PPE) at Oxford and Kwarteng classics and history at Cambridge, eventually completing a PhD on the Great Recoinage of 1696. As one UK economics professor I spoke to, who preferred to be anonymous, said, ‘If you take the most generous possible view, they have between them approximately one half of an economics undergraduate degree. It’s like somebody taking a few hours of training in a prop plane and thinking they can now fly a Jumbo Jet. It’s ridiculous.’

What Truss and Kwarteng did have, however, was self-belief. On 23 September 2022, Kwarteng rushed to announce a set of historically extraordinary tax cuts in a mini-budget. These cuts were enormous and un-costed, in the sense that no indication was given as to how the cuts would ever be funded. A financial hole of more than £45 billion suddenly appeared in the UK national accounts.

Chaos ensued. It started even before Kwarteng had finished speaking in the UK Parliament. Money-market managers around the world had been listening to the speech. Almost instantly the value of sterling fell to its lowest-ever level against the US dollar. UK government bonds were heavily sold off in international markets. The financial markets were making it clear by their action that they no longer had confidence in the people in charge of the UK economy.

Kwarteng was sacked as Chancellor on 14 October after thirty-eight days, making him the second-shortest-serving post-war Chancellor, and Truss announced her resignation a few days later on 20 October, after only forty-four days in office.

In that time, lasting harm had been done to the economy, and arguably the international reputation, of the UK. In the world’s money markets, a damaging premium was quickly added by investors to UK borrowing costs in the form of higher interest rates offered on government bonds to make them still attractive to international investors and pension funds, despite Truss’s perceived fiscal recklessness. This premium was dubbed the ‘moron premium’. It did not just affect how easily the UK government could service its national debt, it also led to significantly raised mortgage payments for millions of ordinary citizens who were already struggling with high inflation and rising energy bills.9

The moron premium is a good term. It gives an evocative sense of how costly it is when non-experts are in charge of something that they simply do not understand.

And this is the point of the book. Would you like the school that educates your child to be led by a former retailer or an outstanding schoolteacher who understands children and schooling? Would you rather fly in a commercial aircraft commanded by a pilot who until recently had operated only gliders, or by someone who had spent two decades flying Airbus A320s or jumbo jets? Would you want your federal court case decided by a judge with zero courtroom experience, or by someone who had clerked for a Supreme Court justice? In any area of endeavour, intelligence is no substitute for technical expertise or experience. To think otherwise is to leave your organization vulnerable to mediocre performance – or worse. Leaders must be credible.

Is this idea really a surprise? Imagine trying to coach a team or come up with new plays when you have never actually played the sport in question. Or imagine conducting an orchestra if you can’t read or play any music. Or starting Microsoft or Apple if you had never written computer code.

In a Financial Times article in 2018, Wolf draws on Adam Tooze’s book Crashed to try and understand ‘What really went wrong in the 2008 financial crisis?’10 The near collapse of global banking, Tooze argues, had long-term detrimental effects: taxpayers’ money was used to bail out banks around the world; politics was turned populist and nasty; there were waves of unemployment and homelessness; European integration was destabilized; extreme austerity measures were implemented; and ultimately the gulf between the wealthy and poor deepened. Herd behaviour stampeded out of control. Trust in the state was dealt a profound blow.

Perhaps the most penetrating and worrying point raised in the Wolf article was ‘The fact that the people who had been running the system had so little notion of these risks’.11 A lack of government regulation facilitated the bundling and rebundling of assets that became impossible to untangle, with financial packages designed by physics PhDs based on mathematical formulae that few could understand.12 People who had been in banking for years struggled to comprehend the complexities. So how were CEOs with no banking credentials and no experience going to keep up?

In this chapter I will describe the problems associated with this shift towards generalists and away from expert leaders, namely the people who hold deep accumulated knowledge about their firms. And I will provide stark evidence of why being an all-purpose manager is not enough.

The role of non-experts in corporate failure

‘Home Depot Inc. Chairman and Chief Executive Robert Nardelli has abruptly left the company after a year of heavy criticism of everything from his pay package to the underperforming retailer’s corporate governance,’ read a Reuters lead article in 21 January 2007.13 Robert Louis Nardelli was born in the north-eastern part of Pennsylvania. He completed a bachelor of science in business at Western Illinois University and an MBA at the University of Louisville. Nardelli has been what you might call ‘a serial CEO’ who led many firms, and made huge amounts of money from his various leadership roles.

Nardelli started his career at General Electric (GE) in 1971, where he was mentored by GE’s legendary CEO Jack Welch. Welch was the Elon Musk of his day, a rock star who seemed to be known by everyone. When I interviewed Patrick Harker, then dean of the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, he joked that all MBA students longed for Jack Welch, the most influential business leader of his era,14 to be the dean of their business school.

Robert Nardelli was reportedly known in GE as ‘Little Jack’ due to his promotion by Welch.15 Nardelli rose to become president and CEO of GE Power Systems, but his ambition was to become ‘Big Jack’, and succeed his mentor in the top job, a race he eventually lost. Nevertheless, minutes after resigning from GE, Nardelli was invited to take over at the home-improvement retailer, The Home Depot, where he was CEO from 2000 to 2007.16

The Home Depot had been led by its founder Bernie Marcus, who started the business in 1978. His mission was to make all kinds of building materials and equipment accessible to the general public, selling from warehouses in a retail model now seen around the world. Wired magazine journalist Joe Flaherty praised the innovative culture of The Home Depot that had become, over its two decades, a household name.17 Until Nardelli, that is; he knew nothing about retail and when he arrived he applied the same Six Sigma management strategy used at General Electric.18 ‘Nardelli, who had been one of Jack Welch’s hatchet men at GE, then spent the next seven years driving down costs – at the expense of The Home Depot’s reputation for innovation.’19 Nardelli was reported to be autocratic and blunt, and it was claimed that he replaced employees who had years of experience and a deep knowledge of the business and its customers with cheaper, inexperienced part-time staff.20 In 2007 Nardelli was fired by the person who had hired him, founder Bernie Marcus, who replaced him with a Home Depot veteran, to aid its return to its original focus on innovation.21 Despite his unpopularity, Nardelli still parted from The Home Depot with a severance package estimated at over $200 million.22

Yet again, when Nardelli walked out of The Home Depot he was soon picked up for another CEO job, this time by car manufacturer Chrysler. So he moved from General Electric to a home improvement retail outlet and on to a car manufacturer. These are huge companies upon whose success thousands of people depend for jobs, the local economy, and investments. Would we countenance a dentist switching to become a gynaecologist with no training or experience? No. So why do we tolerate the hiring of CEOs from similarly different sectors? There are many more people’s lives at risk with the latter.

‘Who will Bob Nardelli fail next?’ ran the headline on TheStreet in May 2009, after Chrysler cruised into Chapter 11 bankruptcy. It was ‘his second failure in a top position that could mark the end of an era for celebrity CEOs’, suggested journalist Robert Holmes optimistically.23

Sadly, it did not. Not for Nardelli, who continued his journey, in and then out, of various firms,24 and not for industry in general.

Whether leaders have excelled in their own area or not, placing them in a new domain and expecting the same level of competence is at best naïve, as demonstrated by my research in the following chapters. Yet in the modern world it has become troublingly common. Putting unqualified people into top jobs is a reflection of a generalist management culture that dominates business and beyond, particularly in the US and UK. It is the result of placing an often equally unqualified mix of non-experts on to corporate boards, who then choose the CEOs. Selecting generalist candidates suits the headhunters, who can enlarge their pool of candidates to sell on to employers. Itinerant CEOs gain from changing job regularly, because research shows that those who move around most, accrue the highest pay.25 Remarkably, even when CEOs fail, they still stroll out of their last elevator ride with golden parachutes worth millions, having secured contracts with these potential payouts when they sign up (as if they almost expect to fail). You win when you win, and you win when you lose. What kind of message does this send to young managers?

German businessman Léo Apotheker was fired by Hewlett-Packard in 2011 after losing in excess of $30 billion in market capitalization during his short time as CEO. He was in post for just eleven months. Yet he left with a sum of $23 million.26 Yahoo, when led by CEO Marissa Mayer, failed to disclose two major security breaches, in 2013 and 2014, yet awarded her a similar payout.27 ‘Marissa Mayer’s $23-million severance from Yahoo may look obscene. But it’s even worse,’ read the Los Angeles Times headline in 2017, as it revealed the ‘tens of millions of dollars in stock options’ also held by Mayer.28 Despite being blamed for taking British bank HBOS into virtual collapse, with the loss of 16,000 jobs and huge debts to the UK taxpayer, Andy Hornby went into another CEO position.29 A few months after being questioned by UK politicians about the bank’s failure, Hornby was back earning £2.1 million for his first year as CEO of pharmacy business Alliance Boots.30

Many seem to believe that bringing in an executive from outside can add a newness of thought and perspective. It can. If an organizational culture has become political and prone to infighting, or sluggish and inward-looking, it might require the kind of change that is made more easily by someone less invested in the status quo. But outside should not mean beyond the general core business or sector experience. Whoever takes over still needs to understand the industry, what motivates the key employees, and, importantly, how to diagnose problems. As we will see, the world’s best and most profitable organizations know this.

The companies behind the tech we turn on every morning were started by experts who went on to become effective leaders. Some companies then switched away from credible bosses and learned a hard lesson. Apple was one, co-founded by Steve Jobs, possibly the most celebrated leader during an extraordinary time in which world populations moved way from desks to desktops. Jobs was clever, charismatic, and often combatively challenging. But he was, first and foremost, a techy expert.

Famously, a simple garage features large in the history of Steven Paul Jobs. It is where, in their first family home, his father shared his own passion for mechanics with his son;31 where the young Jobs started to dabble at a very early age in different kinds of electronics, and, notably, where the newfound Apple Computer Company relocated to, from Jobs’ bedroom, in 1976.32 Today, all this is world history. Although its business antics have been criticized (e.g. practising anti-competitive behaviour and using unethical business practices),33 Apple became the first company to reach $3 trillion market value in early 2022.34

Back in 1983, the company was expanding and Steve Jobs decided he required an expert marketer. He recruited the former marketing executive John Sculley from his CEO perch at PepsiCo, where he had become well known during the so-called cola wars between Coca-Cola and Pepsi in the early eighties. Sculley was an experienced mid-forties business and marketing legend whereas Jobs was twenty-eight and still learning the ropes. He was also distracted. ‘While Jobs pursued his MacMission he required a more orthodox chief executive to run the company. A respectable face who could sell to corporate America,’ explained Andy Hertzfeld, a designer on the Macintosh Development Team.35

As CEO, Sculley is credited with boosting Apple’s sales, turning it from a start-up into a major player.36 However, he is possibly best known for having the dubious distinction of firing one of the greatest technology designers in business history. From the start of their relationship, Sculley and Jobs clashed. Sculley wanted to compete in the same space as IBM, whereas Jobs believed Apple deserved its own unique place. With Mackintosh sales underperforming, Sculley, in 1985, persuaded the Apple board of directors to get rid of Steve Jobs, who was then head of the Macintosh division.

There was innovation at Apple under Sculley. But there were also numerous failures. A PC price war pushed revenues down despite maintaining sales. In just one year Apple’s profits dropped from $530 million to $86 million.37 This resulted in significant redundancies at Apple, one of whom was John Sculley.38

When the board dispatched Sculley, they replaced him with Michael Spindler, who was viewed as a brilliant strategist but was another non-technologist who had been at the company only a few years. As CEO, he reorganized, cutting 15 per cent of the workforce and downgrading its keystone product development by regrouping the company into markets.39 Spindler lasted until 1996. Apple was then at its lowest point.

Luckily for Apple, at the same time Steve Jobs reappeared, having been busy in the intervening decade with Pixar, Disney, and the new NeXT Computer that eventually helped save Apple.40 He persuaded the Apple board that he was the only person who could ‘get the ship pointed in the right direction’,41 which he duly did. He first streamlined:


When we got to the company a year ago, there were a lot of products… if we only get four, we could put the A-Team on every single one of them. And if we only have four, we could turn them all every nine months instead of every 18 months… So that’s what we decided to do: to focus on four great products.42



Central to Jobs’ strategy was his decision to put technical experts back in charge.


We went through that stage in Apple where we went out and thought, Oh, we’re gonna be a big company, let’s hire professional management. We went out and hired a bunch of professional management. It didn’t work at all… why do you want to work for somebody you can’t learn anything from?… You know who the best managers are? They are the great individual contributors who never, ever want to be a manager but decide they have to be… because no one else is going to… do as good a job.43



Steve Jobs recognized that Apple needed the best experts to become line managers, not the weak or failed technicians who had been pushed sideways into administration. He wanted people who had ‘at the tips of their fingertips and in their passion the latest understanding of where technology was and what we could do with that technology’.44 Our research shows that successful line managers will know about the technology and what happens deep in their department, because they have worked on it, developed it, and created successful products from it; and they understand how best to manage their expert colleagues, because they have performed the complicated tasks themselves, speak the language, and share the hard-won tacit knowledge from working on products such as the Mac computer, the iPod, iPhone, and iTunes.

Jobs also knew something fundamental: it is easier to train an expert to lead than it is to teach a general manager to become a technical expert. He encouraged experts to manage other experts in their area of specialism, a principle promulgated throughout the organization.

Calamity from ‘situational incompetence’

Darryl Carlton lives in Queensland, on the north-east coast of Australia, a state with a population of 5 million. It is home to the Great Barrier Reef. Over a forty-year career he occupied many executive positions in the practice of information technology, both for the private sector and government bodies.45

In 2015 Carlton stepped back from his day job to research a question that had preoccupied him for some time: why do so many major projects continue to fail?

Here is an incredible fact: only 2 per cent of projects that exceed $100 million in labour costs are successful.46

One can remember the debacle over Samsung’s $2,000 collapsing phone, that did just that, instantly collapse; catastrophic building projects such as the brand new apartment block in Shanghai that fell, almost perfectly intact, on its side; the many IT failures, such as those that afflicted British Airways, Delta Air Lines, the New York Stock Exchange, HSBC bank, among others.47 While these are inconvenient, they tend not to reach the eye-watering losses incurred through the failure of public sector projects – sums that are always picked up by the taxpayer. According to Dr Okoro Chima Okereke, an expert in project failures in Africa, the effect of major failures is worse in poor countries, because they don’t just lose money, they reduce future investment, trust in governments, and general faith in the future.48

Darryl Carlton believes IT projects continue to fail at a rate that has hardly changed over decades. Indeed, shockingly, he suggests that most commercial collapses probably go unreported.

One of the largest public IT failures was the UK’s National Health Service civilian IT project. It was, in principle, a brave attempt to create a system that unified the digital health records of all Britons. The demise of what would have been one of the world’s largest IT projects cost the taxpayer over £10 billion – £3.6 billion more than budgeted.49 There are many reasons, long documented, why this project met with disaster.50 Carlton emphasizes that many factors are necessary for success,51 but he also believes that the absence of some or all of these does not cause project failure. ‘Rather,’ he suggests, ‘they are consequences of a poorly run project due to the situational incompetence of project leaders who have direct oversight and accountability for the day-to-day workings of the project.’52

Carlton’s own PhD research examined a spectacular IT failure on his doorstep: the Queensland Health payroll project. In 2007 the state government decided to create a new payroll system for the 80,000 employees of Queensland Health. The American multinational technology business IBM won the contract. IBM quoted A$6.7 million to complete the project and deliver in six months. After four years, and a cost that exceeded A$1.3 billion, a government commission of inquiry was established.53 The commission reported that unethical tactics had been used by IBM employees to gain favour over other vendors, and that Queensland staff had failed to vet the potential contractors properly.54

During his extensive study, Carlton put in several rounds of freedom-of-information requests to the Queensland government over an extended period. He collected in excess of 5,000 pages of project documents, and another 3,800 pages of witness testimony from 170 participants.

What emerged from Carlton’s study?

His published findings state, first and foremost, that the senior executives placed in charge of the project tended to be technically incompetent, and unaware of their own incompetence. Specifically, Carlton writes that the project executives were ‘situationally incompetent’, with minimal knowledge or skills in IT, which meant ‘they could not infer appropriate actions in the face of adverse circumstances’.55 The executives simply did not understand the information that was being presented to them, and interpreted professional concerns raised by Queensland Health team members as ‘personality conflicts’. Indeed,


On more than one occasion IBM complained that employees of Queensland Health were trying to hold IBM to its contract and make IBM meet its obligations. IBM convinced senior departmental management that these staff were interfering and senior management subsequently ordered their removal from the project.56



Carlton found that the longer the uninformed executives stayed in their roles, the less they deferred to the experts. Importantly, their incompetence also meant that they were unable to identify competence in others, and in fact, perhaps for reassurance, leaned heavily towards listening to other incompetent people.

Second, Carlton found that when there are many actors engaged in a project, which is inevitable in large IT endeavours, each party tends, if allowed, to operate according to its own agenda, and may choose not to disclose its true objectives. On the Queensland project, groups had competing priorities and conflicts predictably arose. These behaviours, he found, ebbed and flowed with ease because the senior executives were situationally incompetent and, therefore, did not have the necessary knowledge to establish where truth lay nor to judge the correct order of things.

Finally, in the absence of competent expert leadership and governance, and hence with little awareness of the mission’s aims and the parameters for its success, there was a lack of clear authority and oversight. There was an ‘inability or unwillingness to adopt appropriate governance processes’ and ‘a complete lack of accountability for failure, evident throughout the project’.57 Thus, the project became a rudderless ship accruing ever more costs until it eventually sank. As early as 1995, the proceedings of the International Federation for Information Processing (IFIP) Conference on IT Project Failures had noted: ‘someone implementing IT needs to know which levers to pull, in which context, and at what time.’58

On the question of governance, Carlton decided to look at the technical skills of those on Australian boards.59 It is the governing boards that hire and fire CEOs, oversee strategy, and, importantly, are meant to apply effective supervision. All aspects require competence and experience. ‘This means’, suggests Carlton, ‘that… boards need some measure of IT knowledge if they expect to provide effective governance, risk management and strategic oversight of IT projects.’60

Carlton used the Australian Stock Exchange to access publicly available information on the qualifications and experience of Australian directors and, in particular, to ascertain the level of digital competence on Australian boards. He examined 35,000 director positions, with 37,500 reported qualifications. Carlton found that just 6 per cent of directors had qualifications in a STEM-related field or possessed a PhD. Most directors were qualified in finance (18%) or accounting (19%), with lawyers the next common group (9%), and then those with mining qualifications (8%). Directors with arts, business, or other qualifications accounted for 40 per cent. Carlton believes that this lack of accumulated knowledge and experience on Australian boards is not sufficient for there to be effective oversight of major IT projects.

If the unexpected happens

When experts are sacrificed for generalists, things can go badly wrong, as we saw when a new virus swept around the world. At the start of the Covid-19 pandemic (March 2020), previously unseen experts were pulled from various parts of nations’ health systems and universities, and often placed centre stage. Politicians find experts difficult to manage. However, on this occasion, most senior politicians recognized their own stark lack of expertise. There were, of course, exceptions, like Brazil or the US, where leaders were in denial about the power of the pandemic to disrupt and maim.

Canada should have led the way in terms of preparedness for Covid-19, with a state-of-the-art epidemic alert system. The Global Public Health Intelligence Network (GPHIN) was relied upon by the World Health Organization. Instead, as the pandemic flowed across the Canadian border, ‘We are not prepared’ ran across the Globe and Mail’s front page.

The Canadian government had made what turned out to be a disastrous decision when it restructured its public health system. It shut down its world-renowned early warning system, and replaced experts with generalists. This was primarily to save money. A Globe and Mail investigation revealed that GPHIN ‘ceased issuing international alerts on May 24, 2019, less than eight months before the outbreak in China became known to the world’. The newspaper reported that ‘Experienced scientists were pushed aside, expertise was eroded, and internal warnings went unheeded, which hindered the department’s response to COVID-19.’61 Experts like Abla Mawudeku, an epidemiologist who helped build the Lighthouse Intelligence Network, were replaced by generalist civil servants with little understanding of public health.62

Canada’s lesson about the detrimental effect of replacing experts with generalists has been deeply disruptive and costly. A recent study estimated that between March 2020 and April 2021 Canada spent $624.2 billion on Covid-19, which, the report points out, is more than it paid out during the entirety of the Second World War.63

Non-expert leaders have become disturbingly common in health care. In 2009 two physicians, Richard Gunderman and Steven Kanter, revealed, with data from the American Hospital Association, that fewer than 4 per cent (i.e. only 235) of nearly 6,500 US hospitals were headed by physicians. That was not always true. In 1935, for example, the picture was quite different. Physicians then ran 35 per cent of American hospitals.64 In the US and the UK hospital boards themselves are also mainly populated by non-clinicians, which likely adds to the further appointment of non-physician general managers to CEO positions. People tend to select others who are like themselves, a phenomenon known as homophily, as will be discussed later.

But how can a CEO with no medical experience really know how to manage clinicians or understand patient care? When I make this point, others often turn to me and respond that heads of hospitals manage budgets of millions, and huge numbers of staff, and have very little involvement in the clinical side of things, and they might also chip in by asking what do physicians know about management and the business of health care? I then point out that the best hospitals in the US are led by physicians, not general managers (this is covered in the next chapter). Both of the world’s top two hospital systems are not-for-profits. The Cleveland Clinic has an operating revenue of over $8.4 billion and an income of $330 million, with close to 68,000 employees worldwide.65 The Mayo Clinic is similar in size, income, and success. Both of these impressive health care organizations have, since their inception, been led only by physicians.

Why would we think that physicians could not lead and manage their own institutions? They are among the cleverest and most highly trained people among us. Do we suppose that after learning the intricacies and complexities of the human body, and treating its ailments, our physicians would not be able to learn about organizational strategy, about how to fill out a spreadsheet or acquire an MBA?

In the UK, despite growing awareness of the benefits of physician leadership, CEOs with medical degrees are even rarer than in the US, and the number in management positions seems not to be increasing.66 Moreover, in contrast to many European countries, such as Scandinavia and Italy,67 the quantity of non-clinical general managers in the UK has risen substantially over the last thirty years.68 When I spoke to child and adolescent psychiatrist Tanveer Sandhu, based in Birmingham, he remembered fondly an earlier period in his career.


I used to work in Finland where there were no general managers running hospitals. They were led by medical experts who were supported by different kinds of people including non-clinicians. Those who stepped up to take on a medical leadership role were assessed through clear consistent criteria based on clinical expertise and related competencies.



In the Cleveland Clinic’s 2020 ‘State of the Clinic’ staff engagement survey, 85 per cent of its worldwide workforce (all of whom are called caregivers) rated it highly as a place to work. As we will see in Chapter 4, employee engagement and job satisfaction have a substantial effect on individuals, on their productivity, on organizational performance, and on turnover, retention, and customer service.69 Employees are happier and work harder when they have expert leaders.

When experts are ignored

Having the right manager in place can be a question of life and death, not only in health care settings but whenever experts are ignored, as happened at the US aerospace company, Boeing. In the recent tragic examples of Boeing’s 737 Max aircraft crashes in Indonesia (2018) and Ethiopia (2019), all passengers and crew lost their lives. Who was to blame? An over-controlling autopilot, and an under-controlling US air safety regulator that yielded way too much authority to Boeing. ‘Boeing knew about safety-alert problem for a year before telling FAA [Federal Aviation Authority],’ ran the Wall Street Journal headline on 5 May 2019. Journalists Andy Pasztor, Andrew Tangel, and Alison Sider wrote that


Boeing Co. didn’t share information about a problem with a cockpit safety alert for about a year before the issue drew attention with the October crash of a 737 MAX jet in Indonesia, and then gave some airlines and pilots partial and inconsistent explanations, according to industry and government officials.70



Boeing pre-sold 350 of its Dreamliner aircraft in 2005. For the first time it intended to outsource most of the plane’s structure and components to over forty different suppliers located in three continents.71 In January 2013 the FAA grounded all fifty of Boeing’s newly created 787 Dreamliners after battery fires in two planes. The Dreamliner was considered to be technologically advanced because it was lighter and used 20 per cent less fuel. Boeing was not only experimenting with a new technology; it also introduced a new build system, ‘outsourcing’, that it believed would be groundbreaking and cheaper.72

‘The Dreamliner was supposed to become famous for its revolutionary design. Instead, it has become an object lesson in how not to build an airplane,’ reported James Surowiecki in an article in New Yorker magazine. Surowiecki went back to 1997 to look for answers about the Dreamliner failures, to a time when Boeing had just been acquired by aerospace manufacturer and defence contractor, McDonnell Douglas.

Following the takeover, power was ceded to McDonnell Douglas executives. With them came a change in the corporate culture, one that was ‘averse to risk and obsessed with cost-cutting’. Surowiecki wrote that ‘the nerds may have been running the show in Silicon Valley, but at Boeing they were increasingly marginalized by the bean counters.’ The real battle over the company’s future, wrote industry analyst Richard Aboulafia, was ‘between the engineers’, the core business experts, ‘and the finance and sales guys’.73

Surowiecki wrote that Boeing had built less than 40 per cent of the Dreamliner in-house. The design, engineering, and manufacture of whole sections of the plane went to fifty ‘strategic partners’. The approach was heralded as a ‘reinvention of manufacturing’, but ‘while the finance guys loved it – since it meant that Boeing had to put up less money – it was a huge headache for the engineers’.74 The complicated supply chain created engineering challenges and caused delays. The project went over budget instead of costing less, as the managers and accountants had hoped. The person who picked up the ailing programme at Boeing, Jim Albaugh, said: ‘We spent a lot more money in trying to recover than we ever would have spent if we’d tried to keep the key technologies closer to home.’75

What did Boeing and their executives learn from this episode?

Fast forward to October 2018. A Lion Air flight came down, tragically killing 189 people, which was followed by the Ethiopian Airlines crash, where 157 people died. A couple of months later a Bloomberg headline read: ‘Boeing’s 737 Max software outsourced to $9-an-hour engineers’.76 Despite its experiences with Dreamliner, outsourcing continued, but this time many lives were lost.

Boeing engineers had complained about the pressure applied by managers to cut corners where extra costs might be incurred. Mark Rabin, a former senior Boeing software engineer laid off in 2015, was shocked when he was told by a manager in a company meeting that ‘Boeing didn’t need senior engineers because its products were mature’.77 It was the in-house Boeing engineers on the Dreamliner project and the 737 Max disasters who warned of impending safety issues. They were ignored.

Investigations later identified that bad code in an automated flight control system – MCAS – was at fault in the Max planes. Boeing officials had concealed information and for six months avoided co-operating with investigators. The US Justice Department said the firm chose ‘profit over candour’.78 Boeing agreed to pay $2.5 billion (£1.8bn) to settle US criminal charges, and around $500 million to the families of the Max victims.79

Engineers are required to follow a strict code of practice that runs from their education into their workplace, regulated by their profession and the law. An experienced bus driver would not suddenly decide to take a school bus on a shortcut through a field of cows. An engineer whose expert knowledge and whole career is steeped in learning and adherence to a regulated path is also less likely to deviate. This is why professional credentials matter and are required for people such as electricians, psychiatrists, and engineers. Boeing’s troubles continued with yet another fatal crash on 21 March 2022, this time in China, with all 132 people on board perishing. The Boeing 737-800 is part of a fleet of jets known as the Next-Generation planes, which have had safety issues associated with them, known by US regulators, since 2018.80 For Boeing, the sacrificing of experts for short-term profit, through outsourcing and the downgrading of in-house expertise, has not gone well. Indeed, it has cost them the kind of reputational damage that could take decades to repair. Not to mention the people who died in the crashes mentioned above.

Outsourcing to non-experts

It would be foolish to say that all outsourcing is wrong since it is an aspect of modern business that is here to stay. A company, hospital, or university might offer better meals to staff by outsourcing its café to an external provider. Sometimes outsourcing makes it possible for real experts to produce a product or service, which can then be purchased by non-experts. Writer and strategy consultant Mitchell Osak believes that ‘Outsourcing accelerates the diffusion of knowledge and talent to outsiders thereby lowering barriers to entry, and creating greater competition and a lower return on invested capital.’81

There are four key issues which should be addressed if you decide to outsource. First, and most important – tied to the message of this book – outsourcing may be the right move if the service or product outsourced is not a central part of the core business (but in Boeing’s case, engineering is). Osak suggests that many managers ‘do not know what makes their organizations tick’. Only when you truly know what your unique value proposition is can you safeguard it.82 If you randomly ask an employee in an organization, What is your core business?, you may be surprised at the equally random content of their response.

Second, double down on the core, which requires continued and generous investment to ensure you future-proof ‘your differentiating, core capabilities that drive your market position and return on assets’, suggests Osak. Above all, ensure that core strategic activities are insourced and kept away from external providers who may become your competitors.83

Third, the commercial motivation of companies doing the outsourcing may differ greatly from the values that drive the purchasing organization. Approaches to quality, innovation, and research and development (R&D) investment may differ.

Fourth, if an expert is not also running the outsourced service that you are purchasing, then quality will typically be lost in the search for cheapness. Ensure that the outsource executives have adequate credentialling, expert knowledge, and the experience to deliver what they say they can. And this feeds into the final point. If cost is the only motivation for outsourcing, then there is a good chance it will ruin the enterprise.

An investigation by Emma Youle at HuffPost in 2020 led to many embarrassing revelations about the way £17 billion of taxpayers’ money was awarded to contractors to provide personal protective equipment (PPE). Many of them had no history of supplying the products but some history of being ‘friends’ of the Conservative government.84 In one case, reported in the Financial Times,85 a Miami jewellery designer, Saiger, received £250 million of contracts to supply PPE to the NHS, which it won by paying another US consultant £21 million to help broker a deal.86

‘We remain seriously concerned by the extent of PPE supply that is not fit for purpose,’ reported the committee of the UK Parliament assessing the ‘Initial lessons from the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic’. It reported that ‘2.1 billion items of PPE were deemed unsuitable for being used in medical settings, equating to over £2 billion of taxpayers’ money’.87 One NHS pundit suggested that when PPE purchasing was done locally, the cost and quality were higher than when it was purchased by central government.88

When governments rely on non-experts

The UK has a history of placing non-experts in key positions of power. In October 2021, after incredible effort and some success getting the nation through the pandemic, a review (yet another one) of the National Health Service was announced. Who was selected to head this inquiry into the UK’s health system? The government chose a former soldier, Sir Gordon Messenger. Indeed, the press reported that not one single clinician was among the health service review body.

Is it likely that the Royal Marines or the Royal Air Force would tolerate a review of their military services by a heart surgeon? In 2014, when the Secretary of State for Health, Jeremy Hunt, commissioned a different NHS review, he asked Lord Stuart Rose, former executive chairman of high-street retailer Marks & Spencer, to lead it. M&S is possibly best known for supplying umpteen Britons with their underwear. Rose’s 68-page report, ‘Better Leadership for Tomorrow’, contained approximately 17,000 words: in it, nurses are mentioned only ten times and doctors appear even more rarely, at seven times.89 What an extraordinary thing: to write a report on the National Health Service and barely mention its core workforce, without whom there is no NHS.

Governments are the largest employers in most countries, whether directly or indirectly. What they do matters to the economy of every nation. Later, in Chapter 4, I will argue that leaders are the standard-bearers of quality. Yet this is so often not the case in our governments. Whether it is Canada’s weakened public health system, the colossal IT failure in Australia, bailing out US bank Citigroup, or a Florida jewellery company producing PPE for UK doctors and nurses, it is our governments who should demonstrate, through their own governance, the highest of standards when spending trillions of citizens’ cash. Time and again our politicians squander public money and routinely it is because they select non-experts – whether through cronyism or in good faith – to deliver services those non-experts are not equipped to supply. Governments and their departments should be quality controllers who ensure that only core business experts are contracted.

It is sometimes claimed – and there is some evidence to support this – that the UK suffers from a so-called productivity puzzle that results in the country being less productive than comparable nations.90 I believe the efficiency gap may be partly due to the practice in the UK of appointing people into leadership and governance roles in places where they have no core experience. In the next chapter I will explore why this may have become the case not only in the UK but more generally.

To understand why the value of expertise has been forgotten, and why it matters, let’s start with the principles that underly the argument. A set of simple, logical points have emerged from my research that constitute practical tenets generalizable to today’s organizations. These can be applied without the need for consultants or headhunters. They can be summarized thus:

The principles of expert leadership

1. An organization’s core business function should determine its leader

An expert leader is an industry specialist, proficient to a high standard in the core activity. The core business is the engine into which all other parts must fit. We’ll look at this more in Chapter 3.

2. The term ‘expert’ applies in all settings

The importance of expert leadership is not limited to certain industries or sectors. It applies across the board, from the brilliant teacher who having inspired her students moves on to lead and inspire a whole school, to the masseuse who after years of working for others trains to run her own business and sets up a spa, and the engineer who joins Mercedes as a trainee and eventually becomes its chairman and CEO.

3. Expert leaders are essential throughout the organization

We need expert leaders at all levels, from non-executive directors on a governing board to the CEO and through to every level of management.

4. The term expert is not elitist

Being an expert is not just about the professions, like medicine or the law, or about being a white-coated engineer-scientist boffin. It refers to anyone who has mastered a trade to a high standard, for example, a talented chef who opens a restaurant.

5. Expert leaders maximize the well-being of the group

Expert leaders do not just improve the performance of their organizations; they also improve employee well-being and job satisfaction (see Chapter 4).

6. Being an expert is not a proxy for having leadership and management skills

Let’s be clear. Just being competent in the core activity with no understanding of leading or managing is also insufficient. To succeed as a leader, both are necessary. We will look at this in more detail in Chapter 6.

7. The argument over the difference between leaders and managers is more often than not an academic distinction without a real-world difference

Both are required to travel the same path and engage in the plumbing as well as the poetry, in the words of renowned Stanford scholar James G. March. (And I will use the terms super visor, manager, boss, and leader interchangeably throughout.)

8. Teamworking still requires expert leaders

Teamworking has become the norm but to effective teamworking requires skilled managers and leaders who can synthesize and represent the views of many. Even in the least hierarchical of settings, however, the buck still stops with those in charge – requiring them to draw upon the views of the collective, decide the right path to success, and take personal responsibility for their actions.
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The Death of Expertise?

In a cartoon by Will McPhail in the New Yorker in early 2017, a man in an aeroplane is standing up in his seat facing the other passengers, his hand raised. ‘These smug pilots have lost touch with regular passengers like us. Who thinks I should fly the plane?’ he asks his fellow travellers. A dozen or so passengers have their hands raised enthusiastically in the air.1

That image was circulated and debated extensively. It depicts and somewhat conflates two different things. The first is the rise of the populist political movement expressed most dramatically by the election of Donald Trump in the US, but evident around the world.2 Populism targets the so-called left behind,3 those who once had stable jobs in areas such as manufacturing who now feel marginalized by social and political change and are struggling economically. It feeds on anti-elitism, the idea that those in power are out of touch with ‘regular folk’, and rejects the liberal way of thinking and behaving that generally predominated in the post-war years of prosperity. But blended into this message is a second, anti-expert voice, one that is helpful to big business and politicians alike. This is the voice of those who are irritated by the opinions of experts because those opinions can get in the way of their pursuit of personal – or corporate – power, fame, and wealth.

Experts are governed by other experts. Through study and practice over many years they have acquired numerous qualifications and gone through extensive certification, while observing regulations that are designed to protect both the public and the experts themselves. But, as we saw with Boeing’s engineers, finance directors and managers are not bound by the same standards and regulations and may be reluctant to listen to the recommendations of technical experts if they involve extra time and costs. Denigrating and ignoring experts often produces fatal consequences.

The managerial class has grown substantially since the 1960s. With it, hand in hand, has emerged a decline in deference to expertise – a lack of respect for those who are experts. Tom Nichols, a former professor at the US Naval War College, believes there is a ‘campaign against established knowledge’ that partly comes from society’s drive for equality, which ‘has had the unintended consequence of fostering the idea that all opinions should be attributed equal merit’. This, he argues, goes against the underlying assumptions of modern society that presume ‘scientific principles and rationality will yield the best answers to a question’, and this equalization of the value attributed to opinions is what has, he believes, led to ‘the death of expertise’ – the title of his stimulating book.4

This democratization of information has been fostered by social media. Greatest weight is assigned to the opinions of those who shout the loudest; real knowledge seems to have become almost irrelevant. Facebook and other social media platforms present both laypersons’ and experts’ opinions together. That makes it difficult for a casual reader to assess their relative value. Throw into the mix those who deliberately seek to misinform and the absence of accountability, and you have a form of truth chaos.

Tom Nichols is blunt:


To reject the advice of experts is to assert autonomy, a way for Americans (people) to insulate their increasingly fragile egos from ever being told they are wrong about anything. All things are knowable and every opinion on any subject is as good as any other.5



And this phenomenon is not unique to the US: the British politician Michael Gove famously proclaimed, ‘I think the people in this country have had enough of experts… saying they know what is best.’6

Alongside this growing disrespect for expertise has been a move towards status equalization as seen in the rise of job title inflation. Where once there were only two vice presidents there are now dozens inside every organization, which has led to the creation of yet more new job titles such as senior vice president and so on. Ironically, this is happening during a period when we are told that organizational structures are getting flatter. Another form of status maximization, and an illustration of the devaluation of expertise, is evident in the retitling of job roles; for example, the person who responds to your call to the energy supplier has become an ‘energy consultant’. The irony is that while no one respects experts in general, everyone wants to be seen as an expert in their own field.

The devaluing of genuine expertise, combined with the idea that everyone’s views are of equal validity can lead to things going badly wrong. On social media, life becomes a ‘tyranny of the majority’, and in business it can lead to a kind of feedback loop as generalist bureaucrats put systems in place that require yet more generalist bureaucrats to run them. I do not wish to generalize unreasonably, but few of the new processes that are introduced into our working environments appear to be designed to suit those who fulfil the core business tasks. This might seem paradoxical until one thinks about who does the designing. Recently I undertook a senior teaching fellowship created by the UK government’s Higher Education Academy.7 Obtaining a teaching fellowship is supposed to ensure that we academics are good teachers. Although completion of the fellowship required a lot of written work, culminating in around 12,000 words, ironically, no one ever actually observed my teaching or read any of my pedagogical resources. The part that took the most time was having to tick off numerous banal ‘descriptors’ that mostly meant nothing, and bore little relationship to the actual process of academic teaching.

So who heads the Higher Education Academy, the arbiter of our teaching quality? The CEO is a lifetime administrator who, it appears, has never taught or assessed students, nor, importantly, undertaken the academic research that is the basis of all of our teaching materials. Indeed, not a single person on their executive team has ever worked as an academic.8

Nevertheless, the rejection of expertise is not found everywhere. Humans are not stupid. We want the best for ourselves and our own, supported by the latest evidence, when, for example, we bring our child to the doctor. But when dealing with issues in which we are not consciously invested, then random and even foolish answers can seem acceptable. I have found this when chatting with people about my research on expert leaders. In their own field, they will definitively explain and argue that only experts like them will do. But, if I ask the same person about a different setting, running a hospital for example, I often get told that a ‘non-expert manager would do just fine’, followed by a stream of arguments based on anecdote and ‘common sense’ rather than fact or evidence.

We want our own domain of expertise to be recognized. We believe others should respect the value of our hard-won achievements. But, without seeing the inconsistency, we seem to be less concerned about recognizing other people’s expertise.

An obsession with management consulting firms

A breed of politicians that include Boris Johnson and Donald Trump, often claim that they want to make government ‘smaller’.9 Yet, as these sentiments are being uttered, ever larger sums from the public purse are being tipped into the pockets of management consultancies. Indeed, small government could be interpreted as small involvement from government and big engagement by consulting firms in public policy. Politicians of all persuasions have apparently grown in their obsession with, particularly, McKinsey & Company, the Big Four of PwC, Deloitte, EY, and KPMG, and Boston Consulting. There are problems with this dependence: first, it depletes and downgrades both in-house civil service expertise and the resources that government departments receive; second, these firms cost the taxpayer eye-watering sums, yet it is often not clear that they deliver on their promise; third, there are conflicts of interest, and finally, a lack of accountability.

In his book The World’s Newest Profession (2006), historian Christopher McKenna points to NASA in 1961, as being the first US government agency to become dependent on external contractors (spending close to $850 million of the agency’s $1 billion budget). Journalist Ian MacDougall examined, in two in-depth investigations for ProPublica, the increasing influence of consulting firms. He suggests that ‘Over decades, McKinsey’s approach became self-reinforcing. As successive administrations chipped away at the civil service, politicians who advocate small government got the dysfunctional bureaucracy they had complained about all along, which helped them justify dismantling it further.’10 This point was made by a British senior Conservative government minister, Lord Agnew, who said in a leaked letter during the pandemic, ‘We are too reliant on consultants. Aside from providing poor value for money, this infantilises the civil service by depriving our brightest people of opportunities to work on some of the most challenging, fulfilling and crunchy issues.’11

Following the 2016 UK Brexit vote, spending on consultancy firms quickly grew to more than £1.5 billion in 2017–18.12 Agnew’s letter highlights the failure to develop the right skills among civil servants.


Four years after voting to leave the European Union it is unacceptable that the civil service still has not developed the capability to deliver this… we seem to be ineffectual at harnessing our fast-streamers [new civil servants] to do work that is then outsourced to consultants using similar people at a vastly inflated cost. This is unacceptable.13



It is also relevant to the core message of this book.

A former Indian senior civil servant, who had also worked extensively with consulting firms, argued, ‘if consulting firms are taking on the sovereign functions of the state, including policymaking and strategic planning, that does raise serious questions about dependency and conflicts of interest.’14 This process of demoting civil servants, starving government departments of the necessary expertise, HR talent, and resourcing, and instead diverting public responsibilities, funds, and lots of our data into private firms is known as ‘hollowing out’. The effects of this became apparent during Covid-19 when many private consultants were used, which thus reduced further the situational learning that could have been gained locally.

So how much public revenue are the consulting firms picking up?

The pandemic has shone a light on this issue. In Britain, an FT headline read, ‘UK Public Spending on Consultants More Than Doubles’.15 The UK’s management consultant industry exceeded £11 billion in 2020, which begs the question, how many other industries are having their expertise hollowed out?

Between the start of 2016 and the end of 2021, Deloitte and McKinsey were the largest recipients of US government contracts, receiving over $13 billion.16 Ian MacDougall looked into the detail of ‘How McKinsey is making $100 million (and counting) advising on the government’s bumbling coronavirus response’.17 Partly, he suggests the high cost is because hiring McKinsey is notoriously expensive. ‘A single junior consultant – typically a recent college or business school graduate – runs clients $67,500 per week, or $3.5 million annually. For $160,000 per week, you get two consultants, the second one mid-level.’ One Miami-based civil servant commented, after receiving a quote from McKinsey for an advisory job, that the cost for one week’s work exceeded the annual salaries of two full-time staffers. ‘Apparently,’ she said, ‘it takes five people with staff support to do what I’ve been doing myself.’18

For the world’s best-known corporate management consultants, helping tackle the pandemic has been a bonanza. UK public sector spending on consulting totalled £2.5 billion in 2020–21,19 while the European Commission’s contracts with Big Four firms rose to €156 million, Deloitte being the main beneficiary, winning contracts worth €110 million for work in 2019 and 2020. In India, consulting firms’ revenues went up by nearly 11 per cent annually in the five years to 2018, totalling 4.5 trillion rupees ($64.8bn).20 The private sector spend increased, but the public purse contributed also, encouraged by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who awarded many of his ambitious programmes to private consulting firms.21

MacDougall raises the point that it is not always clear what governments get back in return.22 This is made worse as the detail is sometimes concealed in secrecy through confidentiality clauses. Publicly owned data are often given away to these firms, who can then use the information to acquire yet more contracts.23

Sir Anthony Finkelstein, engineer and computer scientist, was chief scientific adviser for national security to the British government until 2021.


I saw work done for the government by Boston Consulting and they were actually very good. They came with a methodology, which was well suited to the challenge; they brought muscle where there was no muscle (everybody was very busy with their day job), and the people they brought were smart. None of the actual solutions came from Boston Consulting; the solutions came from within the organization, from people that knew and understood the problem…24



But he has also ‘seen the bad model, where you have some geography graduate fresh out of university, who comes and pompously lays down what a complex organization should do, despite having no familiarity with the organization or its practices’. He believes that ‘most changes should be made by those who understand how an organization works, from the inside’. And this, of course, is exactly what the consulting firms themselves do. They train their own from within.

There are many questions about the efficiency and efficacy of engaging these kinds of private firms at the very heart of government, particularly the many conflicts of interest. One day consultants can be advising on health care and public health systems, and the next day they can be selling soft drinks, tobacco, and pharmaceutical drugs. Another major concern is one of accountability, but for the purposes of this book, the key issue is the undermining not only of the expertise that exists but, perhaps even more importantly, of the ability of civil servants to acquire expertise as highlighted by Lord Agnew.25

So where does this devotion to generalism and disregard for expertise come from?

Managerialism and its discontents

From the 1960s both the political right and left in America and western Europe began to grow suspicious of authority premised on social class and expertise. This put experts and professionals at the centre of their critique. For the left, writes Jerry Muller, historian and author of The Tyranny of Metrics, ‘to rely upon the judgment of experts was to surrender to the prejudices of established elites’. The political right on the other hand believed ‘that public-sector institutions were being run more for the benefit of their employees than their clients and constituents’. Both positions may have been grounded in some truth. It was believed, writes Muller, that metrics would ameliorate the problem for all, including those organizations now under attack, by making ‘institutions accountable and transparent, using the purportedly objective and scientific standards of measured performance’. Thus, he notes, the deification of metrics began.26

Philip Howard, a lawyer who has written extensively on government reform, suggests that the decline of trust in experts, and the rise in metrics and the accompanying bureaucracy, has down-graded the value of human judgement in decision-making.27 As we will see in Chapter 5, one of the largest positive influences on employee job satisfaction is autonomy, namely, being able to make decisions. Howard believes the desire to exclude employee judgement and situational discretion in decision-making, particularly in the public sector, has become a ‘theology’ accompanied by entrenched practices embedded in excessive rules, over-regulation, and bureaucratization. All of these, Howard argues, are tightly wrapped up in metrics.

In The Tyranny of Metrics Muller explains that ‘Reliance on numbers and quantitative manipulation gave the impression of scientific expertise based on “hard” evidence; it also minimized the need for specific, intimate knowledge of the institutions to whom advice was being sold.’28 This became known, inappropriately, as ‘scientific management’ because of its dependence on numbers, which later became metrics and targets. Managerial ‘expertise’ was reduced down to a collection of skills and techniques, whereas ‘expertise’ had meant ‘career-long accumulation of knowledge of a specific field, as one progressed from rung to rung within the same institution or business – accumulating what economists call “task-specific know-how”’.29 This fuelled the rise and arguably the eventual dominance of managerialism, which replaced domain-specific judgement and reasoning with a flat, ‘zero-barriers-to-entry’ system apparently applicable in all industries, sectors, and companies.

As a result of this, respect for expertise has decreased, and in some cases disappeared completely. I cannot recall how many times I have been told that the findings from my research are ‘counterintuitive’ and ‘not normal’ because it does not chime with the dominant management culture which propagates the idea of the portability of talent and the generalizability of management practices. ‘Really?’ I ask, trying not to sound too Britishly sarcastic. ‘It’s counterintuitive to want a teacher to lead a school or a sailor to take charge of a submarine?’ Unfortunately, many ‘bean counters’ have taken centre stage and, as Muller writes, ‘corporate America morphed into the gospel of managerialism. The role of judgement grounded in experience and a deep knowledge of context was downplayed.’30

Yet, as we will see, successful work requires mutual satisfaction, benefit, and respect between employee and employer, and that only happens when the employer knows their business from the inside.

From bean sprouts to bean counters

Managerialism, metrics, process bureaucracy, and the rise of general managers all became prevalent in education, health care, policing, the military, business, and across government – first in the US, followed by the UK, and it has continued to spread across the globe. In many cases what Muller describes as the ‘metric monster’ has taken over.

Metrics rely heavily on heuristics such as algorithms. These, mathematician Cathy O’Neil argues in her book Weapons of Math Destruction, can weaken democracy and reinforce discrimination and inequality, when used in the wrong way. She gives as an example the US school system’s No Child Left Behind policy, where the intention was to close the ‘achievement gap’ between pupils but instead the misapplication of metrics led to unfortunate incentives with unintended consequences. Gaming the system to meet targets is a pattern that has been replicated across different kinds of organizations, and is something that many of us may recognize from our own workplaces, but O’Neil opens with a story about Sarah Wysocki, an outstanding schoolteacher, who fell foul of such metrics in a particularly dramatic way.31

Adrian Fenty became mayor of Washington DC in 2007. A key message of his campaign was the need to improve the city’s constantly underperforming schools. It was assumed poor teaching was the cause of the problem, so in 2009 the mayor appointed a chancellor of Washington’s schools, Michelle Rhee, whose job it was to remove failing teachers from the system. To do this, she devised a teacher assessment tool called IMPACT, and hired a consultancy, Princetonbased Mathematica Policy Research, to develop an evaluation program. Those teachers who scored in the bottom 2 per cent of the assessment would be fired. In just one year, 5 per cent, or 206 teachers, were kicked out. Sarah Wysocki taught in the fifth-grade in MacFarland Middle School. O’Neil points out that Wysocki should have had nothing to worry about. The reviews from her principal were excellent, as were those from her students’ parents. ‘One evaluation praised her attentiveness to the children; another called her “one of the best teachers I’ve ever come into contact with”.’ Sadly, Wysocki’s IMPACT score, generated by the algorithm, was low. She was assessed to have poor maths and language skills, which represented 50 per cent of her total mark. The district duly fired her.

O’Neil notes that the Washington schools system was not seeking to penalize teachers per se. The belief was that using numbers was both objective and fair. But, she argues, a teacher’s effectiveness cannot accurately be assessed through test results involving only thirty students, which, she comments, ‘is statistically unsound, even laughable’. As Wysocki herself said, ‘There are so many factors that go into learning and teaching that it would be very difficult to measure them all.’

The most important question, as hard-to-recruit teachers were being fired, was, what were the criteria the algorithm was based upon? Unfortunately, neither Wysocki nor the other sacked teachers were able to find anyone who understood – or would tell them – what went into the assessment criteria used in the algorithm, and why they scored so badly. But she knew, because she was told, several times, that it was very complicated and complex, inducing, as O’Neil points out, the common state of maths anxiety. The most disturbing part of Wysocki’s story as told by O’Neil was that the consultants Mathematica were allowed to conceal their magic formula and maintain their secrecy. Mathematica claimed they had a right to corporate confidentiality, and if nobody knows its recipe then the assessment cannot be gamed.32

Despite being sacked for reasons she was never told, Sarah Wysocki quickly moved into a new job. After all, teachers are in short supply, especially ones that carry great recommendations from their former school principal. Wysocki went from a public school, attended by students in the greatest need of good teaching, to a school in a wealthy district in northern Virginia. ‘So thanks to a highly questionable model, a poor school lost a good teacher, and a rich school, which didn’t fire people on the basis of their students’ scores, gained one,’ O’Neil laments.33

It is not numbers that I am arguing against. The evidence I will use to convince you of the need to have credible expert leaders is rooted in quantitative studies. But organizations have become overly reliant on all kinds of targets and metrics. They do not pay enough attention to judgement, experience, and expertise, and this has led to the kind of crazy situation just described.

How did we land in this mess?

In trying to understand how we arrived at a place where metrics and managerialism cap expertise and experience, brothers Kenneth and William Hopper in their thought-provoking book The Puritan Gift: Reclaiming the American Dream Amidst Global Financial Chaos (2007) lay blame on a corporate culture that greatly deteriorated in the last third of the twentieth century. The authors trace the history of American management culture, originating in seventeenth-century New England through the ‘great engine’ companies, such as the railways, automobiles, and chemicals, that matured between 1870 and 1920, culminating in what they consider to be America’s golden age of management between 1920 and 1970.

The traditional nineteenth-century manufacturing firm had been controlled and run by its founder and family members. As the market for goods expanded, through advances in communication and transportation, firms grew ever larger, which left the single founder boss struggling to cope. Responsibilities needed to be delegated to managers, and with this came a separation in the ownership and control of large US corporations.34

In a typical golden age company, senior executives often spent their whole career in the organization or industry, gaining deep knowledge about its core business, working closely and respectfully with its employees. Those who made it to senior management and up to CEO were ‘from families of “moderate” means’. Most had ‘worked their way’ through college.

The authors single out a particular concept they believe conveys the essence of both corporate and non-corporate management during the mid twentieth century, then practised by the most successful companies:


‘bottom-up’ management was introduced by William B. Given in his book People Working Together (1949). Given wrote that it was the job of top management ‘to create a sense of independence and freedom of initiative down through the middle management levels’… ‘if that is done successfully, the feeling spreads and the least important workers share in it’. Even the blue-collar workforce below the rank of foreman was, therefore, expected to become involved in decision-making.



What Given called ‘progressive decentralization’ was later claimed through the use of different terms such as ‘participatory’ management, ‘distributed leadership’, ‘employee engagement’, and many more. But it could have been called ‘common sense management’. These early companies intuitively understood the link between high employee job satisfaction and high productivity, a link which is today supported by lots of research as well (see Chapter 5).

Importantly, under the style of management prevalent in these golden age companies, there was a clear hierarchical structure, where divisional heads were held responsible for any failures or weaknesses in return for being delegated responsibility and decision-making powers. The CEO made the corporate objectives clear, charted the strategy, and ensured it was followed. But it was also a time when the apocryphal post-boy could make it to CEO through sheer dedication and tenacity. Such a rise through the ranks is now much more unlikely in both the US and UK.

The Hopper brothers suggest that firms


‘went far beyond the systematic delegation of authority that was normal and, indeed, inevitable in any well-run hierarchy; it implied that each manager was in the habit of passing some of his [sic] own responsibility for decision-making down the chain of command to the lowest level ready, willing and able to accept it’ which, observed Given, ‘gave a stimulating feeling of personal freedom to superintendents (factory managers), foremen, chief clerks – freedom to venture along new and untried paths; freedom to fight back if their ideas or plans are attacked by superiors; freedom to take calculated risks; freedom to fail’.



This style of management was the norm in most of the top American companies, as the Hopper brothers write: ‘IBM had defined the role of the manager as one of “assistant” to his subordinates… [General Motors] introduced decentralized decision-making under Pierre du Pont… Bottom-up management also flourished at Hewlett-Packard in its glory days.’ Citing Dave Packard, they continue: ‘ “our success depends in large part on giving the responsibility to the level where it can be exercised effectively, usually on the lowest possible level of the organization, the level nearest the customer.” ’ Indeed, the authors suggest that the superiority of this kind of expert-managed corporation was what made America great.

Sadly, by the late 1960s the golden age identified by the Hopper brothers had come to an end under the influence of what they call ‘the neo-Taylorite Cult of the (so-called) Expert’.35

Frederick Winslow Taylor was a management consultant, possibly even the first. Drawing on his so-called scientific management theory, Taylor had a major influence on manufacturing in the early twentieth century. He looked down on the working man, ‘the factory operative was to be treated as a “grown-up child” and was “not supposed to think” ’.36 Taylorism sought to minimize the individual knowledge and skills of workers. The aim was, instead, to prepare people for mass-production processes that would be planned, supervised, and monitored by managers.37 Rakesh Khurana, professor of sociology and leadership development at Harvard University, notes that ‘Taylor’s methods essentially served to cast managers as the brains of organizations and workers as the brawn, inviting all of the hierarchical implications suggested by that model.’38

The Hopper brothers summarize the effects neo-Taylorism had on the way organizations were managed. First, it brought about a weakening of the traditional chain of command. Second, it raised the status of (so-called) experts, the pseudo ‘professional’ managers who were primarily accountants. Third, benchmarks and metrics might now be used to assess and reward success, which also led to the rise of ‘credentialism’, where an MBA counted for more than the experience of those who had worked in a particular sector for many years. Fourth, the authors lament the loss of bottom-up management to top-down, where accountability was now so diffuse it was impossible, in Alfred Chandler’s words, to ‘pinpoint responsibility’ so that any success was always claimed but blame was never accepted. This meant, fifthly, that without a natural line of command to hold individuals responsible, ‘tsars’ started to be appointed.39 Finally, it kicked off the obsession with external management consultants. CEOs and senior executives, who did not understand the core business or the core employees, now needed to employ external ‘experts’ to perform the role that they could not, despite the fact that these so-called experts had never worked in the organization or managed anything themselves.40

The crucial core expertise and experience were gone; the whole disaggregated into countable, measurable parts, many that would soon be outsourced.


Under the new regime, an effort would be made to evaluate and reward executives in terms of the personal contribution they had made to the success of their organization, disregarding the fact that each functioned as part of a system within a system.41



Knowledge and experience were reduced to a set of rules, measurements, and metrics by the new ‘scientific’ manager. The old holistic view of the firm narrowed into one focused entirely on profit and loss, and the emphasis on bottom-up management now became a preoccupation with the bottom line; the long view became short.

During the seventies business began to slow as the US share of world production fell from 40 to 25 per cent. American products had risen in price but declined in quality, in contrast to the superior cars, stereos, and television sets now piling in from Japan and Europe. As business slowed so traditional investors, who had been scattered and unorganized with no means of influencing senior executives, were gradually replaced by institutional investors, and this eventually led to a clash between the old management class and the new and powerful institutional bloc, which went from representing 15 per cent of the outstanding shares of companies listed on the NYSE in the 1950s to holding more than 50 per cent by the mid 1980s.42 Today, institutions own around 80 per cent of the large cap (large market capitalization) S&P 500 index controlling $20 trillion worth of stock.

‘After nearly a half-century of unchallenged supremacy,’ writes Rakesh Khurana, ‘senior management at many corporations faced a threat to its authority’, and power was ceded from senior executives to corporate investors, who still dominate today.43 Board directors, once loyal to incumbent executives, now caught the attention of shareholders and became central actors as institutional investors sought more control, and hiring CEOs became board directors’ most important job.

By the 1980s a service industry replaced manufacturing, and deregulation created a harsher business environment that some, suggests Khurana, believed warranted a different style of headship. Focus switched to the individual CEO who was now a ‘leader’ instead of a mere professional manager. Thus, Khurana notes, began a new phase in succession ‘that gave rise to the figure of the charismatic CEO, brought into the company from the outside, who now dominates the external CEO market’. He suggests they are a ‘throwback to the swashbuckling Robber Barons of the late nineteenth century’, only with sophisticated PR skills, adored by the brand new business press and army of stock market analysts. Ability was now assessed in terms of verbal skills and ‘their personal characteristics or, more simply, their charisma’.44 The ‘corporate saviour’ seduced and inspired, could be abrasive, brash, overconfident, and even flamboyant.

For the major corporations, insider CEOs were out of fashion, externals de rigueur – perceived to be the only ones savvy enough to cope with the fast-moving business environment that required a ‘change agent’. Boards of directors, notes Khurana, were willing to pay their ‘star’ CEOs massive salaries, bonuses, and pensions – and golden handshakes if things didn’t quite work out. Expectations were unrealistically high, so naturally failures were common. If investors became unhappy because dividends were low, pressure was immediately applied to boards to dismiss CEOs and a fresh search for the new corporation saviour began.45 The UK followed the US. Margaret Thatcher swallowed up neo-Taylorism, and the next generation adopted managerialism, particularly Tony Blair, and neither Japan nor Europe have escaped it.46

Business schools have also come under attack. Some of the earliest British schools tailored their learning to the specific needs of the market for which they were providing a service. For example, the East India College (1806 to 1858) for colonial administrators, ‘explicitly set out to train “civil servants”, not “business people” or “managers” ’.47 A second early form, initiated in the 1900s, was the Workers’ School (e.g. Mechanics’ Institutes in Edinburgh and Glasgow),48 often created by local industrialists to train their workers in scientific subjects, administration, technical drawing, reading, shorthand, book-keeping, and eventually accounting.49 But from the 1950s onwards, observes Jerry Muller, ‘the business school ideal became the general manager, equipped with a set of skills that were independent of particular industries’.50 Domain knowledge education was replaced with general management training, designing curricula around a set of methodologies that could apparently apply to any field.51 Thus, ‘The disastrous concept of the wonderfully mobile “professional” manager – the person trained in a classroom who by definition could manage any kind of business (or indeed non-business) without knowing anything or much about it – had arrived.’52

Distinguished management scholars such as Henry Mintzberg, at McGill, Sumantra Ghoshal at London Business School, and Jeffrey Pfeffer at Stanford started to question the management theories being offered in business schools, arguing instead for the need to develop ‘Managers, not MBAs’.53 Mintzberg believed that the case study method ‘trains people to provide the most superficial responses to problems’ and, worryingly, ‘it encourages managers to be disconnected with the people they are managing’.

Critiques of business schools that highlight various concerns have continued.54 However, it is my hope that a greater recognition of the need for tailored management education is returning through the high number of master of science courses for different industries, including the leadership and management masters’ for physicians that we run at Bayes Business School.

Management bla bla

Managerialism is described by business school scholars Robert Locke and J.- C. Spender as ‘a phenomenon associated with membership in a specific group of managers that share specific attributes – a caste’.55 This is reflected in the jargon used by members of the management class, who once sought to mimic the exclusive clubs associated with the many traditional professions, guilds, and trades.

Berkeley psychologist Charlan Nemeth suggests that companies inadvertently create a cult-like ethos through indoctrination, and other techniques, to try to generate loyalty and commitment.56 Management jargon is a form of consensus programming, a tool of convergence, and the suppression of individual expression. ‘Jargon masks real meaning,’ says Jennifer Chatman of Haas School of Business; ‘People use it as a substitute for thinking hard and clearly about their goals and the direction that they want to give others.’57 Using management jargon is lazy. ‘Think outside the box’ should be firmly put into a box, locked, and buried; ‘pushing the envelope’ pushed out; so too ‘square the circle’, ‘game-changing’; recently everyone is ‘reaching out’ and being ‘impactful’, which, in the view of Journal of the American Medical Association editors, should be reserved for instances of collision (i.e. a car crash). Does your workplace also spend money on generating organizational ‘values’ that you never knew existed or, worse, are not actually evident when you are at work?

The world has also developed a fixation with acronyms that denote ‘I’m in the club because I know what it means’. More worryingly, they can deplete meaning from the bodies they represent. Take EDI, for example. Can there be any more important terms than ‘equality, diversity, and inclusion’. When you speak these words, you can feel the emotion in your body. Yet all over the world acronyms like EDI suck out the significance and meaning, and in some cases disguise and neutralize uncomfortable truths about organizations.

Locke and Spender believe that


managerialism has done America great harm. No aspect of that harm is more pernicious than the role business schools have played in reinforcing the caste’s sense of itself and the legitimacy of its predatory instincts done in the name of good management.58



Business schools have played their part in this unfortunate shift towards generic management. The academic field of business and management has expanded, and university researchers have had to drill down so deeply in pursuit of something new that they have sometimes become removed from the real world. Academic articles within my own field are often written in an incomprehensible style and with such complicated theories that even I don’t understand, let alone the regular business people for whom the work is supposed to be relevant.59 In recent decades leadership theorists have proffered a cornucopia of different ways in which leaders can supposedly become more effective. Based on his review of nearly a century of books, conferences, training sessions, and blogs on the topic, Stanford business professor Jeffrey Pfeffer found that most recommendations for effective leadership are based on the notion of developing certain personality and character traits. Unfortunately, in Pfeffer’s view, and he is an expert academic, ‘the leadership industry has failed’, as ‘there is precious little evidence that any of these recommendations had a positive impact’.60

Barbara Kellerman, from John F. Kennedy School of Government and author of Professionalizing Leadership, believes ‘The leadership industry has failed over its roughly forty-year history to, in any major, meaningful, measurable way, improve the human condition.’61 She has a point. A second one might be this: given the abundance of research into leadership, why is so little reliable and generalizable information known? Rarely if ever are generalizable lessons or statistical consistencies revealed that may be applicable to the majority of organizations, let alone individuals.

It is my hope that the line of research I have followed for many years, and that is explained in this book, might contribute to useful knowledge about leaders that is applicable to all and can be explained in one simple phrase: we need credible expert leaders.
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The Case for Expert Leaders

I will now provide the evidence and make the empirical case for expert leadership based on over fifteen years of research in many different settings – from health care to manufacturing to elite sport to high technology; some of my research is co-authored.1 The patterns I uncover show why we need managers and leaders who have acquired deep knowledge of their industry. To be an exceptional leader and manager requires a profound understanding of the business and a mastery of the core activity. Being able to walk the proverbial walk is critical: simply being a competent general manager is insufficient. This insight might seem an elementary one. Yet it has become lost in the fashion for generalists and generalism described in the last two chapters.

The valley of experts

In a report released in 2014, the UK headhunters Odgers Berndtson questioned whether academics ‘are the right leaders of tomorrow’ for universities. The search firm had no evidence to back up their shiny document and accompanying headline. Yet they were quite clear in emphasizing their unproven assertion that higher education will require leaders with skills ‘honed in the business world’.2

If those in charge of Stanford University had taken the advice of Odgers Berndtson, it would have been a mistake on a colossal scale. Global advances in technology would be many decades behind and the consequences would eventually have been felt around the world. And here’s why.

Frederick Terman grew up in an academic family that settled in Palo Alto, California, in 1910, having moved from Indiana when his father, a psychologist, took a job at Stanford. An early indicator of Terman’s future career came at just seventeen when he constructed a Morse code transmitter on his own. To quote his biographer, C. S. Gillmor, ‘Fred Terman built a discipline, a university, and Silicon Valley.’3

Terman, an extraordinary engineer who filed thirty-six patents between 1930 and 1947, was decorated by both the American and British governments after the Second World War. His Radio Research Laboratory created the technology to deflect enemy radar and communication, thus saving many lives. Terman had a stellar education, as an undergraduate at Stanford, then moving to Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1924, to complete his PhD in electrical engineering, before returning to Stanford where he spent the rest of his academic career, holding many different leadership positions. The decision that would eventually transform the world for us all happened prior to the Second World War, when Terman convinced the university to set aside some unused land on the Stanford campus to allow industry to work in closer proximity with their engineers. Later, in 1951, when Terman was dean of the School of Engineering, he launched the Stanford Industrial Park, the precursor for what was eventually to become Silicon Valley.

William Hewlett and David Packard were graduate students in Terman’s radio laboratory in the mid 1930s. Terman persuaded them to create a company and locate it at the park. Hewlett-Packard was soon joined by others including Varian Associates, Eastman Kodak, General Electric, and Lockheed Corporation.4 David Packard recalls from his time as a graduate student:


One day Professor Terman remarked to me that many [firms]… had been founded by men who had little formal education. He suggested that perhaps someone with a formal engineering education and a little business training might be even more successful.5



Terman was describing expert leaders with a deep knowledge of engineering supported by business and management skills.

The entrepreneurs who created and ran businesses in the Stanford Industrial Park were the graduate students of the outstanding engineers Terman recruited to the university: ‘here, for the first time, I saw young entrepreneurs working on new devices in firms which they themselves had established.’6 Crucially, he believed that studying theoretical concepts alone was insufficient education; students also needed to learn how to build the electronic equipment they were studying and using.7

The founder of Silicon Valley had extraordinary vision, but he was first and foremost an academic researcher and teacher – exactly the kind of person the headhunters might have passed over. It was Terman’s special kind of brilliance, in combining expert knowledge with management skill, that turned Stanford’s School of Engineering and arguably the university itself into a globally recognized centre of research excellence and the envy of the world.

If Terman was the founding father of Silicon Valley, the person responsible for cementing its status and relationship with influential tech companies was John Hennessy. He was another outstanding scientist, and president of Stanford for sixteen years. ‘Virtually all tablets, phones and smart devices run on a computer architecture developed by former Stanford President John Hennessy and his collaborator David Patterson,’ read the Stanford News headline after the two scientists won the 2017 Turing Award.8 Their contributions ‘have proven to be fundamental to the very foundation upon which an entire industry flourished’, commented Microsoft’s Bill Gates.9

Stanford’s faculty, graduates, and alumni have created just under 40,000 companies since the 1930s,10 including globally known brands such as Nike, Cisco, Charles Schwab, Yahoo!, VMware, IDEO, Netflix, Tesla, and of course the inimitable Google, which, love it or hate it, has revolutionized the way we source information. Former Stanford graduate students and founders Sergey Brin and Larry Page have always recognized their intellectual roots. In February 2018, John Hennessy was appointed as the new chairman of Alphabet, Inc., Google’s parent company.

Stanford University continues to be headed by a world-leading scholar, Dr Tessier-Lavigne, who is a specialist in brain development and repair.

Captains of scientific enterprise

Have other top universities around the world followed Stanford’s example by placing great scientists at their helm? The answer is yes. I have done studies with datasets on universities around the globe. I started by looking at the position of universities in world rankings, and found a strong statistical relationship between the league table position of a university (as measured in the Academic World Ranking of Universities) and the quality and status of its president’s reputation as a researcher.11 Next, to demonstrate that the pattern wasn’t accidental, I needed to be sure that the reverse relationship did not exist – that a university gets a high ranking for its research and then attracts a top scholar as president. Hence, I used data that made it possible to look at the performance of each university over a ten-year period. This allowed me to make the claim that a university performs better after it has hired a top scholar – a core business expert – to lead it. The best universities in different parts of the world – like MIT, University of Cambridge, Caltech, ETH Zurich, Nanyang Technological University – consistently hire outstanding scholars to lead them.12 And this is why they do well and get better at what they do – producing outstanding research and teaching.

Despite these findings, some headhunters still would have us put non-experts in their place, or rely for the appointment of university presidents on academics who are diverted away from scholarship to administration at an early point in their career. In 2015 headhunters Parker Executive Search proposed for president of the research-intensive University of Iowa, Bruce Harreld, a consultant who had also worked at Kraft General Foods and Boston Market Company restaurants. Iowa’s board of regents, who at the time included a social worker, a real estate developer, a retired farmer, a student, the president of an asphalt paving company, and someone from manufacturing, hired Harreld. They may well have understood their own fields, but none of them had core business knowledge of universities, teaching, or research. Yet they were given the responsibility of appointing a university president. I wonder how likely it is that a farmer or real estate developer would call on a professor of English when they had to fill an important role in their business?

Rodney Dieser, a senior academic in the School of Kinesiology, Applied Health, and Human Services at the University of Northern Iowa, argued in a local newspaper that only ‘accomplished scholars understand the culture… and know how to mentor, nurture and protect scholars so that they can conduct research’.13 Dieser wrote:


I have been a professor at the University of Northern Iowa for 15 years, a university quite different from University of Iowa. UNI is a teaching-oriented university, whereas the UI is a research-based university. UNI, like other teaching-based universities, is dependent on research-based institutions because teaching is founded on a body of knowledge created through basic or applied research. Textbooks, for example, capture years of research and attempt to transmit research-based knowledge in a way that makes sense to students who are beginning a vocation.14



Dieser and the other faculty staff who complained at the time Harreld was hired turned out to be right. An Inside Higher Ed headline in October 2020 read: ‘Iowa president ending difficult term with early retirement’. This was following ‘a controversial five-year presidency and a campus COVID-19 outbreak that sickened thousands of students, faculty members and staff members’.15 As with so many ineffectual leaders, Harreld departed with substantial compensation, reported by a local paper to be $2.33 million.16 Had the board of regents listened to their own faculty, this costly incident could have been avoided.

Luckily, when the board of the Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra hired its next head, it took a different approach. The university had declined in the rankings and according to members of the academic staff had become bureaucratic and flabby. Many of its top scholars pushed the university board to appoint a great researcher. It apparently listened and duly hired as president Professor Brian Schmidt, one of Australia’s most eminent scientists and winner of the 2011 Nobel Prize in Physics. Not only is Schmidt an outstanding astrophysicist; he also did his most important work at ANU.17 The board promoted an insider to the top job, something that has become surprisingly rare in universities, partly due to the unfortunate widespread reliance on headhunters. ANU’s slide down the university rankings reversed,18 and in 2022 the QS World University Rankings placed ANU at no. 1 in the region of Oceania.

Business schools provide an interesting case study in the debate over generalist versus expert leaders as here there has been much discussion as to whether the best deans are scholars or businesspeople. Most MBA students assume the latter. They are attracted by the glamour of a famous businessperson and the (usually false) hope that his or her success might rub off on the school and by association their own careers. The former head of Wharton School, Patrick Harker, had little doubt, when I interviewed him, about which it should be: ‘Deans from industry are a disaster. I have seen much money burned through top-down attempts to lead faculty… Unfortunately, most MBA students want Jack Welch to be dean.’19

My research endorses Harker’s view. I looked at several business school league tables (such as the rankings published regularly in newspapers such as the Financial Times), and found that the best schools in the world are statistically more likely to be led by top scholars. Again, to insure against reverse causality, I used data that allowed me to look at the business school’s position in the league tables years before a dean arrived, as with my prior work on universities. And the relationship is clear – business schools go on to improve when they switch from having a dean who is a businessperson to having a dean who is a top research scholar. Deans and presidents who are at the top of their game set the bar higher for an institution, signal a focus on quality, and send an important message to other great scholars, who may be potential hires, that the culture will support them.

Harvard Business School (HBS) is possibly the most famous business school in the world. Historically, it has been led by deans who have been outstanding scholars, and as well as being home to numerous prominent management scholars, its educational programmes are heavily subscribed, and its home university, Harvard, is consistently ranked number one or two in world rankings. It is also the wealthiest business school in the world.

But can the extraordinary wealth and success of HBS really be credited to the scholars who run the place? There are those who would argue that the success of HBS is due to the fact that many of their alumni have become captains of industry who in gratitude for HBS’s role in their success have sent boatloads of cash back to their endowment. But this is only partially true. If Harvard had not maintained one of the harshest tenure regimes in recruiting its faculty – where only the best receive an offer of employment – it would not have the outstanding faculty it has today. Nor would there be the mountain of celebrated scientific and medical discoveries accrued over the years, the books, research papers, etc.; and to the point raised above, nor would they have so many successful alumni able to make such large donations. Harvard’s endowment is large because of its research success.

In 2020 HBS’s revenues were $861 million on an endowment of $3.8 billion (Harvard’s total endowment reached $53.2 billion at the end of 2021, sums that some people feel ethically are uncomfortably large). HBS prides itself on its commitment to fund academics’ research internally. In this way, the school’s faculty have ‘the freedom to pursue the questions that interest them most and stay close to practice, generating insights that can help address the most pressing issues confronting businesses, organizations, and society’. The faculty, continues the school’s chief financial officer, can then ‘bring the learnings from these interactions back into the classroom. By informing their teaching in all the School’s educational programs, their knowledge educates the next generation of leaders and influences the practice of management on a global scale.’20 In 2021, in the middle of the pandemic, the 256 full-time faculty at HBS produced 668 cases and other course development materials, 491 books, articles, and working papers, and drew together 1,400 academics and practitioners in ten research conferences and symposia. This is the core business of academia. If the faculty didn’t do this, there would be no ‘product’. And if the scholarly excellence and outstanding research were absent, so too would be the stream of donations. Wealth is not a guaranteed measure of many things, including of scholarly quality. But the point I am trying to make is that the income streams, which are a marker of and in turn contribute to a university’s success, have stemmed fundamentally from prior academic endeavour and brilliance.

Another important way a university president affects an institution’s performance is through the quality of the people they select in the next administrative and scholarly tiers down. In universities, these include the academic departments. It is the heads of these departments who act as middle managers, overseeing the advancement of scientific knowledge on a day-to-day basis. Chairs (or ‘heads of department’) manage daily operations, hire faculty and administrative staff, ideally creating an empowering, supportive yet not overly regulated environment for research, which as I have found is crucial, and they work closely with senior university managers. Their role is particularly critical in research universities, which tend to be less centralized. An earlier study shows that it is management practised at the level of the academic department, not by the central HR functions, which matters most to research and teaching performance.21 Like all line managers, they play a crucial role in supporting the scholars under them.

In our study my co-authors and I collected data on 169 chairpersons in fifty-eight US economics departments over a fifteen-year period. We looked at the change in a department’s productivity after the chair had been appointed, to assess whether it had led to an improvement, a decline, or no change.22 We compared this with the department head’s own research output.23 In all of our studies, where possible we try to make like-for-like comparisons on a level playing field. We do this by ‘controlling’ or neutralizing certain factors that might greatly affect a result. So, for example, if we were to compare the very wealthy Harvard with a less well-off institution, this would affect the result. Similarly, if one department is substantially larger than another, the results will be skewed by size.

Our research found evidence that the characteristics of an incoming chairperson have a remarkable influence on the subsequent research performance of the university department. Interestingly, it was not the quantity of articles published by the chair that mattered. Instead, and this is important, it was the quality of his or her own research work; specifically, if it had been recognized and cited by other scholars.24 How in detail the chairperson’s own high-quality research affected the work of the department will have differed across different departments. Our study could not adjudicate in a fine-grained way on that. In some cases it will have been because the high quality of the chair’s own research set a standard that department members aimed to emulate; in others he or she may encourage them to produce a smaller number of outstanding articles rather than lots of papers per se, and in yet other cases the chair may have helped faculty members to secure greater resources.

In summary, prestigious universities get there by placing expert scholar leaders at the top and indeed throughout. Their presence sets the standard for the whole university. It spurs the kind of performance that can help us to avoid future financial crises, find solutions to climate change, and generate vaccines.

We will now look at the role that expert leaders can play in the important field of health care.

When physicians lead

During the peak of the pandemic the rapid development of effective vaccines helped to save lives and to alleviate some of the intense pressure clinicians and health-care organizations experienced around the world. The World Health Organization declared, in February 2020, that a vaccine against Covid-19 would likely not be available for eighteen months.25 But with the extraordinary coming together of governments, university researchers, pharmaceutical companies, and regulatory bodies, the following month four vaccine candidates had already entered clinical trials.26

The pandemic pushed experts into the limelight. It also thrust them into leadership. This happened in hospitals, as many of the doctors I teach explained to me. Suddenly, clinicians were given new autonomy to make the kinds of decisions they should be making most of the time. While the coronavirus was all-consuming, Russell Durkin, then consultant in emergency medicine at the Royal Free Hospital in north London, believed that the pandemic also revitalized the National Health Service.


Covid-19 has been the greatest example of change management that the NHS has seen since its formation. Barriers have been rapidly removed; organizations or departments have remodelled almost overnight; new ways of working have been trialled and tested; interdisciplinary specialty collaboration has emerged effortlessly.



The experts were finally at the frontline with enhanced powers and responsibilities, bureaucratic constraints were loosened to enable processes to flow more easily, there was spontaneity in the system, entrepreneurial and creative solutions were suddenly sought, the hierarchy in meetings was reduced and everyone encouraged to contribute ideas.

Sanjiv Sharma, medical director of London’s Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children, has said that the pandemic tested the UK health-care system as never before, as with most countries. But he believes it is right that medical leaders were at the centre of the response. ‘We have all seen good and bad examples of leadership over the past few weeks. Clinically led decision-making will need to continue when we switch services back to a new “steady state” in potentially resource-limited, Covid-19 affected environments,’ he says.27

Sadly, in both the UK and the US physician CEOs are uncommon even though the benefit of having doctors lead hospitals can be witnessed through the extraordinary success of two physician-led hospital systems.

William Worrall Mayo was born in Salford, England, in 1818. He did chemistry at Manchester University, and eventually studied medicine in the US, where he emigrated in 1846. He started out as a pharmacist at Bellevue Hospital in New York City, but settled in the mid-west of America in Rochester, Minnesota, where he and his sons opened the now famous Mayo Clinic in 1864.28 Nearly sixty years later, on 26 February 1921, his son William James Mayo was asked to give the keynote lecture that officially launched the now equally famed Cleveland Clinic, headquartered in Cleveland, Ohio. Toby Cosgrove, MD, its former CEO, explained in an interview that both institutions started in ‘cornfields’ located far away from Boston and New York, which were then the centres of health care, run by an old guard governed by traditional methods and with little interest in change. The cornfields, Cosgrove added, were also many miles from the control of central government and the main hubs for business. Thus the Mayo and Cleveland clinics were able to reinvent the delivery, research, and education of health care.

Both are non-profits. Both consistently share the top two positions in global hospital league tables such as that produced by Newsweek magazine.29 But importantly, both have always been physician-led.30 The relationship between being expert physician-led and high ranking is not a coincidence. On the Mayo Clinic website today are written the words: ‘we are physician-led because this helps ensure a continued focus on our primary value, the needs of the patient come first.’31 The Cleveland Clinic similarly displays: ‘Since our founding… Cleveland Clinic has been a physician-led organization because we believe this leadership structure facilitates patientcentered care.’

In Newsweek’s 2021 best hospitals ranking, 2,000 general hospitals are represented from twenty-five different countries. The Mayo Clinic sits at number one and the Cleveland Clinic at two.32

When I first examined whether those more highly rated were more likely to be led by physicians than non-medical general managers, I used the US News’ Best Hospitals Ranking.33 This separated hospitals into twelve medical specialties, and I looked at the leadership of the top 100 performers in cancer, digestive disorders, and heart and heart surgery. The personal histories of the 300 chief executive officers of these hospitals were then traced by hand and the CEOs classified into physicians and non-physician managers. I found a strong positive relationship between the ranked quality of a hospital and whether or not the CEO was a physician. Overall hospital quality scores were on average 25 per cent higher when the CEO was a physician compared with a non-medically trained manager.34

In 2008 Lord Ara Darzi, an influential Armenian-British surgeon at Imperial College London, produced an important report following a review of the NHS, at the request of the Labour government. Darzi put clinicians centre stage. He knew that if clinicians were not given more responsibility for the delivery of health care, and the necessary reforms, then improvements in the system would be slow to impossible.35 Despite calls for clinical engagement in Darzi’s acclaimed report, the number of medical managers in the NHS has not grown, and, remarkably, the number of physician CEOs in NHS hospitals stands at only 3 per cent.36 And even though the Mayo and Cleveland clinics provide evidence of the value and importance of physician-led hospitals, the same is true in the US, the most expensive health-care system in the world,37 where expenditure is now 20 per cent GDP up to $4.1 trillion or $12,530 per American.38 Only around 4 per cent of US hospitals are led by physicians.39 This contrasts with practices in Europe, where physician leaders make up the majority of senior managers, such as in Germany (71%), France (63%), and Italy (50%).40

Despite the relative absence of physician leaders in the UK and US, the empirical case in their favour has continued to grow. A group of US researchers were able to dig a bit deeper than my original study, to include various performance measures.41 They collected data from both Medicare and US News on 115 of the largest American hospitals, and found that hospital systems led by physicians (compared with non-physician managers) have higher overall quality ratings, and across all medical specialties, but they also have better operating efficiency (e.g. use of hospital beds). Notably, the financial performance of hospitals managed by medically trained leaders was found to be just as good as those run by general managers. This is an important piece of evidence which flies in the face of the conventional wisdom that doctors should focus on patient care, and managers on the business side of things. A further study in 2014 found that the best-performing hospitals are those with a higher percentage of clinicians across multiple levels of management.42

The same question was put to data from Iran.43 My co-author and I analysed the leadership of seventy-two Iranian general hospitals separated into private, public, and not-for-profit. Clinical leaders included mainly doctors but also a small number of nurses.44 Again we found the same pattern within each type of hospital – the best performers were more likely to be led by clinicians. A 2016 study sought to review the evidence up to that point, and found that the majority of studies support the call to place clinicians into leadership, and specifically physicians (who are clinicians with a full medical degree).45

Hospital boards are another tier that benefit from clinical engagement. These are the bodies that govern hospitals, provide oversight, and select CEOs. The presence of physicians on boards has been shown to have a profound effect on hospital performance. Yet few are represented. The absence on boards of clinicians, and particularly physicians, is associated, empirically, with lower quality of care and patient safety, reduced overall health system performance, less efficient financial management of resources, and higher morbidity rates.46 Even a small increase, 10 per cent, in the number of doctors had marked consequences for hospital outcomes such as higher-quality ratings and lower morbidity rates.47

Logic would suggest that core business experts are required on governing boards. It may be inappropriate to overfill boards with current staff,48 but why not include great physicians, medical scientists, and nurses from other health-care systems? More and more research is now emerging that reveals how important it is to have frontline representation. There are found to be ‘informational advantages’49 that shape how strategic decisions are made when frontline experts are on boards. And it can greatly help with communication, from board members to employees and back, and can translate into cost–quality trade-offs. Importantly, if non-executive directors also include outstanding core business experts, then a board will know what questions to ask and will have a degree of autonomy. And this is the point of boards, after all: to challenge and ask difficult questions from the safety of distance, ideally with a good degree of industry knowledge. Governing boards play an influential role, but they are only as good as their membership.

Why, as I have so often observed, do public bodies fill their boards with seemingly inappropriate people in numbers that go beyond the need for democratic layperson oversight? Contrast this with the behaviour of the major management consultancies like Deloitte, McKinsey, KPMG, PwC, Boston Consulting, the same firms that non-medically trained CEOs frequently consult at high cost. Remarkably, although these firms produce numerous documents spouting the need for board diversity, there appears to be a complete absence of external non-executive directors evident in their own governance structures.50 Because these firms misleadingly describe their employees as ‘partners’, it is often wrongly assumed that they are legal partnerships, which they are not.

The major consulting firms are, arguably, excessively homogeneous, but so many organizations go in the opposite direction. When experts like physicians move into executive positions, they bring with them at least a decade of medical education, and a working life of looking at issues through a patient-focused lens, understanding the intricacies, which can then feed into the development of a patient-centred strategy.

Hospitals are rapidly changing places that require knowledgeable leadership, but, as I discovered, there are even faster industries where high-performance is powered by experts.

Expert leaders in a fast-moving environment

If you have ever driven a Mercedes on the no-speed-limit autobahns of Germany, you will know that even at 85 miles an hour there will be cars going much faster than you. But the smoothness and comfort of the drive is hard to beat. This may explain why, although the first vehicles with the Mercedes-Benz badge were produced as early as 1926, by the year 2018 Mercedes-Benz became the largest seller of premium vehicles in the world when it sold 2.3 million passenger cars.

In understanding the story of this success some history is valuable. In 1976, after completing his PhD in engineering at the University of Paderborn in Germany, Dieter Zetsche was hired by Daimler-Benz. He was to spend the next four decades of his life with the same employer. In 1998 Zetsche joined Daimler’s board and eventually became chair and CEO of Mercedes-Benz between 2006 and 2019. Dr Z, named in Time magazine’s 2006 list of the 100 most influential people, reversed a decline in the fortunes of Mercedes-Benz by raising both the quality of their product and their customer satisfaction ratings. His successor, Ola Källenius, similarly began his career at Daimler-Benz in 1993 as a junior researcher. As the latest CEO and board chair, he is now responsible for the company’s switch to electric vehicles.

Angela Shepherd became UK CEO for Mercedes-Benz Retail Group in 2019. She joined the company as a graduate trainee in September 1990 and worked her way up through dealer operations, aftersales, training, and network strategy. Shepherd acknowledges that ‘Having been involved in sales and aftersales, worked closely with dealers, and held key leadership positions within the Mercedes-Benz brand, I’m fortunate to have gained a very broad, helicopter view of how retailers operate.’51 This pattern of what can be described as informed internal promotion can be observed in different parts of Mercedes-Benz, including its retail arm and flagship Formula 1 or F1 Motorsport.

Formula 1 as an industry is worth approximately $6 billion in annual revenue.52 It is made up of the organizations that construct the cars who are owned and backed by manufacturers such as Ferrari, McLaren, Mercedes, and Haas, known as constructor teams. Constructors are medium-sized companies that employ on average around 400 highly trained and highly paid people. They contract with numerous auto component suppliers because since 1981 they are obliged to build their own race car chassis, and often engines as well. Every season each team competes by entering two cars and two drivers into two championships, one for drivers, the other for constructors. Points are awarded to determine who wins the two World Championships through ‘Grand Prix’, reflecting its French roots dating back to 1894.

This is the most widely watched sport after the Olympics and football’s World Cup, with around 500 million viewers. A higher finishing position, primarily a podium (first to third), generates more sponsorship and broadcast revenue. It is an expensive sport. Constructors need to raise around $300 million to compete in F1, and the top ten teams spend collectively around $2 billion annually.53

The Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) imposes a great deal of regulatory restraint on the turbulence of F1 through the imposition of strict conditions that change every season, on all aspects of the teams: technology, resources, track, tyres, and drivers. Regulations are mainly used to increase innovation, and also to produce as level a playing field as possible for all the competing teams, especially when one is dominant in a particular season, as Ferrari and Michael Schumacher were in 2003. A key motivator for the F1 rule changes is the development of new technologies that may have a wider benefit to society, leading to improvements in road car efficiency. Earnings from the sale of spill-over technologies have benefited many of the recent teams: McLaren has an associated company, Applied Technologies, as does Team Williams.

Formula 1 racing might not seem very environmentally friendly, but because of the regulations imposed by the FIA, and the constant need to develop lighter, faster cars, the design process seeks to squeeze out every possible drop of energy from the fuel they carry. F1 cars can go from 0 to 60 mph in close to 2.6 seconds, reaching speeds of up to 223mph. To win, they have to move fast around tracks with many very sharp bends, and relatively few straights.

German engineer Ferdinand Porsche designed the first hybrid car in 1899. It used a gasoline engine to supply power to an electric motor that drove the car’s front wheels. In 2014 F1 boss Bernie Ecclestone responded to accusations that motor racing showed little concern for climate change by introducing a rule that all cars must rely heavily on hybrid technologies (i.e. hybrid V6 turbo engines). ‘Few people know that the current F1 hybrid power unit is the most efficient in the world, delivering more power using less fuel, and hence CO2, than any other car,’ said current head of F1 Chase Carey, when he announced that every part of F1 – the cars, on- and offtrack activity – would have net zero carbon by 2030.54

Most of the technologies that make modern cars more fuel-effi-cient, and also safer, were originally developed for F1 racing. In the 1950s the Jaguar team were the first to use disc brakes, which replaced drum brakes, and now all cars have ceramic disc brakes. F1 pioneered the use of turbo charging to boost engine power. Active suspension was first used by top driver Ayrton Senna in the 1980s after being invented by Lotus founder and engineer Colin Chapman for use by his Lotus Team. Energy recovery systems, such as regenerative braking, particularly used in electric cars, enable the energy usually lost when we slow or stop a car to be used to recharge the battery. Kinetic energy recovery systems (KERS) is another energy storage technique. The McLaren team first utilized light-weight but super-strong carbon fibre in the 1980s, and the monocoque chassis, which made it possible to incorporate a vehicle’s body into its chassis in a single, load-bearing piece instead of using many parts, was initiated by Lotus cars.55

Traction control systems help us control cars by detecting when a wheel loses its grip in adverse weather conditions. Sophisticated display systems and the incorporation of controls into steering wheels were directly lifted from F1. Williams first developed sequential gearing technology in response to Ferrari’s introduction of the semi-automatic gearbox. Paddle shifters, which made gear change faster and smoother, were first used by the Williams team in 1991. Finally the extensive use of computer systems to control the management systems in our engines to improve performance and our driving experience, and to reduce both fuel consumption and emissions, has been current for years in F1.

All of these extraordinary manufacturing innovations have come out of F1 racing arguably as a result of expert leaders focusing resources on addressing the key issues which will improve performance. And as a result it is perhaps not surprising that the most successful team principals are almost always expert leaders.

Torger Christian ‘Toto’ Wolff has been on, or close to, a racing track for his whole career as a driver, financial investor, and leader. Today he is CEO and team principal of Mercedes Petronas F1 Team and holds a 33 per cent share in it. In 2020 Mercedes F1 became the most successful team ever, surpassing the record held by Ferrari. Their British driver, Lewis Hamilton, holds F1’s record for the most race wins, pole positions, and podium finishes (i.e. race finishes as one of the fastest three cars).

A principal is responsible for the day-to-day running of a constructor team, and they operate in a highly stressful environment which requires skilled and quick decision-making. The role differs across teams, but includes selecting the drivers, having the final word on technical issues such as how the car is set up, pit strategy, which gearbox or engine is used, and financial decision-making about sponsorship and team wages. Some famous principals, for example Frank Williams of Team Williams or Tony Fernandes of Team Lotus, owned and ran their own teams. Owner-leaders have extensive powers. In other cases, principals are hired by owners to manage their teams; one example is the British principal Christian Horner’s relationship with the beverage company Red Bull, which invests around $83 million into the team.56 At Red Bull, Horner has won ten F1 world titles – four World Constructors’ Championships and six World Drivers’ Championships.

Horner grew up around cars. He lived in Coventry, England, which was at the heart of the British motor industry, where both his grandfather and father worked. Horner was a former racing driver who like most drivers started his career in go-karts as a child before moving to professional racing. The celebrated German driver Michael Schumacher first raced around a karting track at four years old, becoming the youngest member of his karting club. British F1 rival Lewis Hamilton won his first go-kart championship at age ten. The first woman to race in F1, Suzanne Stoddart, was karting at eight.

The winning formula for success?

My colleague Ganna Pogrebna and I decided to find out who makes the best F1 team principals.57 As with many sports, there is extensive accessible information about F1.

We collected data on the performance of every team in every Grand Prix season from the start of the industry in 1950 over six decades of the F1 World Constructors’ Championship to 2011 (sixty-two seasons). This generated a total of 19,536 car entries in 858 races, from 106 constructor teams. We also collected background information on the team principals of all F1 constructors (e.g. Ferrari, McLaren, Williams, Haas, Mercedes) for the same sixty-year period, 1950–2011.

Our dataset enabled us to measure exact organizational performance linked to constructor teams and principals. We used podium positions (i.e. teams coming in at 1 to 3 in a race) because they award the highest number of points. We included the starting and final positions of all cars that participated in each race; the constructor teams; their leaders’ names, personal information, and background; the drivers’ personal information and background; information about each race circuit; and for some years, information on team budgets, the number of cars in each race, and the success of each constructor brand.58

To understand the different characteristics of principals, which then made it possible to create different measurable categories, we examined their depth of racing knowledge and prior experience in relation to their team’s ultimate performance. We identified four distinct leader types:


• managers who are businesspeople and have often moved to F1 from a different, unrelated, industry

• engineers with formal degrees in fields such as mechanical engineering

• mechanics who have extensive practical technical experience in car building and mechanical repairs

• drivers who have usually raced competitively (in F1 and other competitions) from an early age.


What did we find?

Our research showed that the best way to stay in pole position (the jargon used in Formula 1 for the leading car) is to hire an F1 boss who spent his or her career in the driving seat or close to the track. Constructor teams led by drivers (followed in the ranking by mechanics) are more successful than teams headed by managers and engineers. Drivers’ and mechanics’ teams win more often, both in races and qualifying, and gain the fastest laps. Both types of people have spent the longest time next to the track, either on it or working beneath the bonnet.

The characteristic that is tied to the most successful team principals is having had a long competitive driving career. Remarkably, the leader’s former experience in competitive racing is a better predictor of current organizational performance than the driving experience of the person who is actually racing for the team. Ten years of racing experience (instead of zero years) leads on average to a higher probability of the principal’s team coming in first, second, or third in a race of 16 per cent. That is a huge difference, of course. And in the next chapter I discuss why and how that comes about.

From racetrack to superstar basketball

Another big-dollar sports industry is US basketball. Phil Jackson, who at 6 feet 8 inches is considerably taller than the average Formula 1 driver, is one of those basketball coaches who stands high in the fan rankings. As a basketball player he did twelve seasons in the National Basketball Association (NBA), winning NBA championships with the New York Knicks in 1970 and 1973. As a coach he has the highest winning percentage of all NBA head coaches and also holds the NBA record for the most combined championships, having won thirteen as a player and a coach. Jackson’s playing has clearly informed his coaching.

Sports data are interesting for social scientists because there is little ambiguity about performance. You either win or you don’t. It is also possible to find detailed data that can clarify questions that motivate heated discussions between fans, for example on the topic of who the best coaches are, those who played the sport competitively and professionally or those who did not. I sought to answer this question in US professional basketball.

In a study with Larry Kahn of Cornell University and Andrew Oswald of Warwick University, we measured the success of NBA teams in 15,000 basketball games led by sixty-eight NBA coaches in 219 coaching seasons between the years 1996 and 2003. Larry had previously found in baseball that managers (equivalent to head coaches in basketball) with the most experience and a strong past winning record, raised the performance of both teams and individual players.

Approximately one-third of the coaches in our study had never played NBA basketball; another one-third had played at that high level but were never all-stars; a further one-third had gone further and in their previous playing life had achieved the coveted all-star status. The latter category includes people like Lenny Wilkens, who is the all-time leader in wins for an NBA head coach. While all-stars are recognized as the best players, in our study we used a second measure of talent – total years of playing experience in the NBA. This is likely to be a mark of playing skill because of learning on the job, and only the best players are continually offered new playing contracts and thus the opportunity to play for many seasons.

In our comprehensive analysis we found that basketball teams won more games if they were led by coaches who were former all-star players or had long playing careers in the NBA. The effect of such expert leaders on winning percentages can be seen within the first year of a new coach arriving. For the typical team, the difference between having a coach who never played NBA basketball, and one who himself played five years of all-star basketball (approximately the average among coaches who were former all-star players), is estimated to be six extra places up the league table. In other words, hiring a former great player as a coach can create a major improvement in a team’s performance.

In an innovative study that recorded 3,296 observed coaching actions by Pat Summitt, who was a former Olympic medal winner when she was a player, and one of the most successful coaches in NCAA basketball division one history, the authors Andrea Becker and Craig Wrisberg found that the single most common action chosen by her (happening 48% of the time in their sample) was ‘instruction’ and then ‘praise’ (14% of the time).59 Thus the majority of Summitt’s chosen coaching actions involved instruction, which is a clear indicator of expert leadership. It allows a former great player’s knowledge to be passed through from the leader into their team’s performance.

Let’s now glance at the most popular sport in the world: football – also known as soccer.

Putting the boot in

During the years I have been researching expert leaders, one question routinely comes up: who are the best managers in the ‘beautiful game’ – a term made popular by Brazilian player Pelé – arguably the world’s finest footballer. Generally the questioner already has a strong opinion, which my findings disprove. Importantly, this bears on the difference between hard evidence and anecdote. The depth of feeling held by most fans about their own clubs and their rivals naturally makes pundits of us all. But many wrongly think that it does not matter whether a manager him- or herself was a good football player. The data show that it does.

Johan Cruyff, a Dutchman and another legendary footballer, was an exemplary manager. Cruyff won an astonishing eleven trophies for Barcelona, and he is still the longest-serving boss in their history. However, his title as the club’s most successful manager was topped by one of the players from his ‘Dream Team’,60 Pep Guardiola, who won fifteen trophies as manager of Barca. Indeed, Guardiola, an outstanding midfield player with forty-seven Spanish caps (i.e. he was chosen to play for his country forty-seven times), is currently on track, at Manchester City, to become the most successful football manager of all time.

Pep Guardiola, and former Real Madrid boss Zinedine Zidane, typify the successful manager in world soccer. Second-rate players like José Mourinho – whom interestingly Cruyff criticized because he ‘only cares about the result and doesn’t care much for good football’61 – are outliers in the world of successful soccer management. Mourinho, during a mediocre career as a player, lacked the requisite pace and power to make it to the top, and gave up to study sports science at university in Lisbon. Yet he is among the top ten football managers of recent years, having won twenty-five titles with the likes of Chelsea and Real Madrid.

Alex Ferguson, a tough Scotsman born in 1941, is arguably the world’s most famous football manager. On the day he retired in 2013, after twenty-six years as manager of Manchester United FC (a record in itself), I was interviewed about him for BBC News.62 A popular maxim is ‘Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach’ (or manage). I was therefore prepared for the claim that Ferguson had not been a particularly good footballer. That tends to be a stock-in-trade response of critics who know of someone as a long-standing coach and yet are not old or wise enough to be aware of a person’s earlier talent as a player. Yet as a player in the Scottish league, Ferguson achieved an average of one goal every second game throughout his professional career.63 Such a record remains even today an extraordinary achievement.

It is a strange, but perhaps understandably human, fact that when people look at leaders (especially in as emotive a setting as elite sports), they tend to notice and overemphasize those people who are exceptions to a rule. In the case of football or basketball, onlookers also often lack the necessary depth of knowledge – partly because today’s sports managers were inevitably playing decades earlier.

Look at the numbers. A back-of-an-envelope check shows that the managers of the ninety-two soccer clubs in the English football league were themselves playing professional football in senior clubs for an average of sixteen years. All, indeed, had played professionally. Any person who makes it into a professional team is by definition an extremely talented player. Those who ascend to the pinnacle and are part of the Bundesliga in Germany, Ligue 1 in France, Serie A in Italy, or the Premier League in England are players at the top of the world’s game.

Competition to become a professional football player is brutal. It starts young with a complex system of club-based and commercial football academies. The dropout rate is extraordinary. In England, only 0.5 per cent of children under the age of nine who are initially signed by elite football clubs will ever go on to play in an adult first team. Even at slightly higher ages, approximately three-quarters of the 12,500 young players, aged between thirteen and sixteen, in the English football academy system, will fail to make the grade.64 Yet these young players are themselves among the cream of the whole English soccer-playing population. Self-evidently, only super-talented (and injury-free) players can make it as a professional footballer, so we should pay attention to the playing success of managers in the Premier League. If grocers and bankers (or grocer-bankers like Andy Hornby from Chapter 1) could be successful as the manager of Manchester United, they would be. But they aren’t. Elite football clubs know their industry. Soccer is thus yet another area where expert leaders are crucial to success.

A kind of symmetry is worth noting here. It is between the matching of managers to clubs that they coach with similar teams for whom they previously played. When you look carefully at the facts, you notice that club managers usually end up in charge of teams that are comparable in quality and reputation to the teams in which they themselves once played. If you were a footballer in the Premier League or the so-called Championship (i.e. the Second Division of the English Football League), for example, then on average that is where you will end up being a manager. The correlation between good manager and good player was also identified in a 2002 study of British football data with 660 managers between the years 1992 and 1998.65 It found that previous footballing experience, particularly having played internationally, seemed to significantly improve a manager’s performance.

The one thing that remains a constant, however successful their track record, is that football managers are assessed by both club and fans on the basis of their most recent wins and losses, and it can take a relatively short run of poor performance by a team for its manager to be sacked. Though luckily being sacked by one club doesn’t seem to put off other clubs appointing them. This in–out cycle is found in many other work settings where leaders are loved by the board one day and shown the door the next, so this is a good point at which to leave sports and look at a statistical study where there is information on almost every company manager in an entire country.

Every boss in Denmark

There is a pretty building, with walls that are mainly windows, on the Copenhagen waterfront in Denmark. It is the workshop where Gerda and Nikolai Monies run a jewellery company, Monies. Gerda and Nikolai, both classically trained goldsmiths, founded their company in 1973. Their extraordinary jewellery is bold and unconventional (and I personally spend way too much of my earnings on it). They have sons, Karl and Niels, who are both now involved in the family business, which has prospered. Not only is the company expert-led, the family has not lost its passion.

So let’s look at what we can learn about expert leadership more generally in Denmark through a unique resource that allows researchers to study the details of the lives of Danish citizens and corporations. The Danish statistical agencies permit access to this data to assist valuable academic research, but before releasing the data they remove the names of people and companies. This allows researchers to analyse general patterns without being able to literally identify the name of any particular citizen X or business company Y.

It is therefore possible to follow the life course of a business (without knowing its exact identity) set up in Denmark and to find out who started it, who now leads it, the number of staff, the company’s profits and losses, and more. If you want to understand commercial organizations, it is self-evidently best to gather and analyse as much information as possible about employees, up to and including the CEO. Yet that ideal is rarely possible in a typical country. However, Denmark is different, because of the way it is willing to release (carefully anonymized) data on its nation.

An increasing number of studies, across a range of social science disciplines, are today starting to make use of so-called administrative datasets and especially ones that are sometimes described as linked employer–employee databases. Such databases are only available in a tiny number of countries. Denmark is one. This kind of dataset really allows us to probe the question – Are generalists or expert leaders better for organizational performance? – because we can examine and compare each boss in every company for an entire country, and do it over many, many years.66

Administrative datasets have been collected for information purposes by government or quasi-government bodies. For example, the tax authorities in a country need to keep track of every person who is earning an income and every company that is making a profit. They want that information, and can legislate to get it, in order to be able to raise the tax revenue to keep the country going. Hospitals, too, need to keep track of all their past and current patients. So they create large databases for administrative reasons.

A linked employer–employee database is, again as the name implies, simply a dataset that records two kinds of information simultaneously. One is on the firms doing the employing; the other is on the people being employed. Hence information is simultaneously gathered on Person X (e.g. Gerda and Nikolai Monies) and the Company Z that employs that person (e.g. Monies Jewellery). It’s the reason why these types of data sources are termed linked.67

Denmark has been more open than most in allowing researchers to use its administrative data records. It does this, however, on strict terms. Extreme confidentiality, enforced by potential legal penalties, is required from researchers. Why Denmark is OK with this, compared to most other nations, is not easy to say. Perhaps it’s in the nature of a liberal society?

If we want to know who is a really good leader, and who is just OK, it is necessary to untangle the effect of the leader from the talents of the team with whom they work and the resources available to them. It is hard to make these calculations if the leader always stays put. A CEO might be blessed in the background with a brilliant team and lots of resources, so on the surface the results look good, but in reality that leader might be making little difference.

For this reason, observing so-called switchers is particularly useful. Researchers are keen on datasets – usually called longitudinal datasets because they follow people and companies through the years – that allow that. Once a CEO moves to work at a different organization, where perhaps the team is less strong and there are fewer resources, then we get a clearer snapshot of what that leader per se really adds to an organization. It is even more helpful, of course, to be able to observe a leader who moves repeatedly from one organization to another, and then on and on again. Lots of information then flows into the research. That reveals how a leader can add value – or not – across a variety of workplaces. But even if we have hundreds of leaders who only move once each, it is still possible to learn a lot more than in a dataset (say over a very short period of time) where no leaders move.

In our study of company bosses, we do not have access to the names of individual leaders, but we do know the following, among other things: a person’s age, their sex, their level of education, how long they have worked in different industries in the past, whether they are Danish, and the region where they work. We also know a fair amount about the company they work for, including the number of employees, its profitability, which industry it is in, and so on.

We are, in this way, able to examine the details of all Danish firms between 2001 and 2019 in the following industrial categories: manufacturing, construction, trade and repair, hotel and restaurants, transport, financial services, business services, culture and sports. The dataset used in the study offers information on approximately 30,000 firms annually over a period of nineteen years. There is an advantage from using such a dataset. That is: generality. It is possible to draw conclusions about the statistically typical company.

To put that into perspective, this is a bit like calculating the average height or weight in Denmark. It tells you something literally true and accurate – though of course about the norm rather than the extremes. Alternatively, think of the example of research in medical statistics. That kind of research tells us how an average person is negatively affected by smoking and is positively affected by exercise and eating fruit and vegetables.

And all of that medical research is also done with anonymized datasets.

The contribution of our Danish study of business leaders is that it is the first analysis of its kind to be able to:


• control for the innate characteristics and ability of CEOs

• draw upon longitudinal data on the organizations from an entire nation (in this case the country of Denmark)

• track the career histories, and the personal details, of the CEOs studied.


So, what exactly do we end up learning? How much of an organization’s profitability is due to expert leadership?

The return to expert leaders

To calculate that, we obviously need to do some form of comparison of a low-expert leader compared to a high-expert leader. This is done using statistical methods – ones almost exactly the same as medical researchers use to understand links between health and people’s lifestyle choices – that make it possible to draw reliable inferences.

Our substantive finding can be stated concisely. We estimate that every fourteen years of extra CEO industry experience adds approximately one extra percentage point to the annual rate of return on a company’s assets. Perhaps this effect – which in everyday language tells us about the consequences for bottom-line profit – does not sound particularly large. But it is. As background, to put the number into perspective, it is important to know that the typical rate of return on assets in this sample of Danish companies is approximately 4 per cent per annum. Hence one extra percentage point really matters. On this kind of calculation, one-quarter of the whole profitability of a typical Danish company can be attributed to a leader having fourteen more years of additional expertise. This is on top, naturally, of other things that go into the make-up of a profitable company (like being in an inherently booming sector, having a strong brand and a long history of success with customers, and so on). Various influences will matter. But it is remarkable that a single person (the CEO) can make such a difference. Having an expert as a leader pays a handsome return.

Now that we have an understanding of some of the research underlying expert leadership, let’s examine exactly how expert leaders influence their organization’s performance.
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How Expert Leadership Works


A ship’s crew which does not understand that the art of navigation demands a knowledge of the stars will stigmatise a properly qualified pilot as a star-gazing idiot, and will prevent him from navigating.

Plato, Republic, Book VI


The evidence underlying the principles of expert leadership clearly shows that organizations led by specialists in the core business perform better than those that are not. And this has been found to be the case across all types of businesses. But how do expert leaders achieve organizational performance? What are the mechanisms through which they influence those around them? And what is the nature of the deep expert knowledge that brings intuition and perspective to decision-making?

To clarify, the core business is the primary or underlying activity or purpose of an organization. The core business of a high school is to educate students. As the world’s largest seller of smartphones, South Korean firm Samsung’s core business is electronics. For Tottenham Hotspur FC, it is to win football championships.

Teachers in schools, lawyers in law firms, journalists in newspapers, carers in care homes are all core workers, without whom their organization simply could not function. Core business experts should be running the organization, be present at board level and in middle management. Other non-core functional areas such as HR, IT, and finance should also be led by experts in each of these domains, supported by adequate knowledge about the industry and the business. But ultimately they exist to support the core business, not dictate its direction. It would be unwise to put a marketing expert at the top of a tech company, as Apple discovered to their cost.

‘But what about when X led Y…?’ I can hear you say. There will always be outliers, but the expert leader pattern is based on a great many studies. The empirical evidence is reliable and generalizable to many different work settings.

Acquiring expert knowledge

Perhaps you remember the gripping true story of the so-called Miracle on the Hudson where a veteran airline captain managed to set his engineless passenger plane safely down on the river. The pilot, Chesley Sullenberger, known as Sully, encountered a situation that was not in the books: both his engines hit a flock of geese at low altitude after taking off from New York en route to North Carolina. The US Airways flight emergency manual did not have a checklist for the loss of both engines in a fully laden Airbus A320 at low altitude over a densely populated area. Sully evaluated his options in real time, with no power to his aircraft and with many passengers in his charge in what had become the world’s most frightening glider. He could either return to LaGuardia, divert to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, or attempt a water landing on the Hudson River. All options in principle were impossible. The plane did not have the power to reach either airport. Landing the Airbus on the river was extremely risky at best, perhaps insane, but there was no other choice. It seemed inevitable that enormous numbers of people on the plane would perish.

They didn’t.

Deep expertise saved them.

To say that Sully was an expert in the core business of flying would be an understatement. As a boy he had constructed model aeroplanes. He had graduated with a BSc from the US Air Force Academy, and while still training had been awarded the Outstanding Cadet in Airmanship award. He had flown Phantom jets in the US Air Force at speeds you and I can barely comprehend, and clocked up decades of flying in military and commercial service. He was an experienced glider pilot and had served on accident investigations. Perhaps it even did no harm that he was a member of Mensa, the society for high-IQ individuals, when young.

Sully had to decide, instantly and under the most extreme pressure, what to do about a situation for which there were no rules and – this is important – no training. Deep intuition took over in that crisis moment. His words, spoken later, are instructive: ‘For 42 years I’ve been making small regular deposits in… [a] bank of experience… On January 15, 2009, the balance was sufficient… [that] I could make a very large withdrawal.’ Experience cannot be taught. It comes from a process of trial, error, practice, learn, trial, error, practice, learn. Experience builds profound intuition, whether one is in charge of a large organization or an aeroplane full of passengers.

The concept of ‘expert knowledge’ is very old and was originally used in engineering and the natural sciences. It not only involves a deep understanding of the core business: when a leader has expert knowledge, decision-making is informed by hard-earned expertise, by intuition, domain knowledge and experience, and years of practice and patience.1 It combines explicit knowledge from formal learning with tacit knowledge from experience and wisdom,2 and it profoundly influences how the person who has it perceives the world.3 Expertise is not an on/off mechanism. Nor can expertise be acquired by reading about what others did. It is absorbed through doing and dealing with the same or similar situations multiple times. It is what a probation officer with decades of experience working with ex-offenders calls on when he is trying to anticipate how those in his care might behave.

Experts differ from non-experts in a number of ways. Their knowledge is represented and bundled differently in the brain; and they tend to think more holistically about problems, for example to step back and think about how a small snag might be caused by a bigger problem.4 A combination of both explicit and tacit knowledge is essential to those who become leaders and managers. It influences decision-making and, therefore, performance.

Expert knowledge is tied to the core business of an organization in two ways. First is ability in the core activity. Is the person being promoted into a line management position good at the primary role? Could the engineer who is now my boss do my job and to a high standard? This is particularly important for line managers. If people are promoted to manage others because they can talk-the-talk to the senior executives, or no one knows what else to do with them, it can have a negative effect both on the people they manage and for the business as a whole. Yet it is not uncommon. As the research on university leaders and heads of departments described in the previous chapter shows, using data spanning ten and fifteen years respectively, those heads who were the least successful scholars in the first part of their career went on to become the least successful leaders. Their universities and departments performed poorly compared with institutions led by good or outstanding scholars. The evidence is clear: to achieve high-performance you must train and develop your best experts into leaders.

Alan Whittle is now director of strategy and planning at Inzpire Limited, a medium-sized company that produces support systems, training programmes, and devices for airborne military missions. These products are, the company highlights, ‘designed by aviators for aviators’. On their website it says that the Inzpire team collectively has ‘in excess of 430,000 flying hours, 850 years of engineering experience and more than 4,500 years of military experience’, signalling their expert knowledge. Inzpire emphasizes its credibility by advertising the fact that it was started and run by operationally experienced ex-military personnel. As the company has grown from three people to 250 employees, so its distinct business units have always been led by ‘suitably qualified and experienced people’. Whittle recognizes that ‘Employee morale and customer confidence remain high only when senior managers have a specialist background, with deep and tacit knowledge, and fully understand the challenges of the domain they operate in.’5

The second component of expert knowledge is industry experience, the amount of time a leader has worked in his business or within a particular sector. As I outlined earlier, until the 1980s having both industry and firm experience were prerequisites for moving into leadership. Then things changed and boards became obsessed with what Rakesh Khurana described as the quest for a charismatic leader,6 who in the eyes of some hiring boards only ever seemed to exist outside the firm. Khurana showed that over the period 1980– 96 approximately 27 per cent of CEO successions at large corporations were taken up by outsiders. By 2000 that number was close to 50 per cent, and by 2021 55 per cent of CEO replacements were external.7 So the trend is not going away. Another factor linked to hiring charismatic external CEOs is the remarkable rise in salaries. The ratio of average CEO earnings to average workers’ pay in the US went from 24:1 in 1965 to 262:1 in 2005.8 By 2021 CEOs made 299 times more than their average workers.9

Prior to the eighties outsider successions were rare. The dominant principle was that CEOs needed firm-specific skills and expert knowledge. Khurana believes that ‘Recourse to the external CEO market, in short, too often undermines a firm’s stability, emphasizes short-term share-price increases at the expense of long-term strategy, and undermines the loyalty of the senior managers who are the most promising internal candidates.’10 Insider CEOs are known to stay longer and leave their companies with higher shareholder returns, which is another tangible way expert knowledge contributes positively to leadership performance.11

The appeal of charismatic leadership is evident not only in large corporations. It has spread into many areas of employment, including the public sector. Former school head Tom Rees ran a study with researcher Jennifer Barker to analyse the terms used in advertisements placed in the UK media to hire school head teachers.12 They found an abundance of phrases such as ‘seeking dynamic, charismatic and innovative leaders’ accompanied by bold and pithy statements like ‘culture is king’ or ‘leadership starts with vision’. Instead, Rees suggests, when hiring a head of school we should be looking for a history of excellent teaching experience and educational knowledge, coupled with personal leadership and management skills. This is because ‘the main purpose of school leaders is to enable effective teaching to take place. We should therefore, be looking for good teachers to become school leaders.’13 Yet generic leadership concepts, which often mean nothing without context, have been normalized across all kinds of professions and enterprises and distract from the core business. According to this approach, it is as if the actual field or profession a manager or leader works in has become irrelevant.

Not only our research but also experience suggests otherwise.

Nick Grey is founder of Gtech, the firm that designed the first cordless vacuum cleaner. In 2012 the company had a turnover of £4 million. At this point Grey had to address a hard decision faced eventually by most entrepreneurs: whether to grow or not. He chose growth. He recruited a chief financial officer (CFO) who advised him that he needed to put a proper executive team in place, supported by additional bureaucracy and administration. Nick Grey duly followed the advice of the CFO. Gtech benefited for a few years until 2017, when Grey realized that ‘bureaucratic creep’ had engulfed Gtech’s work environment, and at a high cost. Gtech was spending £1.7 million a month on marketing and overheads, which was turning profits into losses. Grey stepped in and restructured the company. He had allowed non-core business people to take control of Gtech’s strategy and processes. Grey knew the company ‘had to return to our roots and focus on customer service and the performance of our products’. In other words, it needed to let the core business once again power Gtech’s corporate strategy, management processes, and work environment. And profits at Gtech have now been restored.14

There are, of course, many variables involved in business success and failure, including factors that may be out of our control. There are, nevertheless, identifiable empirical patterns evident in those firms that maintain success. The firms keep their eye on their core purpose and on the people necessary to achieve it.

The mechanics of expert leadership

I believe there are five main ways in which leaders and managers with expert knowledge influence the performance of teams, departments, and organizations:15


1. Expert leaders are able to develop a clear sense of purpose, and this shapes their organizational strategy, which is aligned with the core business.

2. They take the really long view, reflected in their investment in R&D, and pursue sustainability with a parallel commitment to excellence.

3. They create productive work environments by setting appropriate goals, giving informed feedback and evaluation, and developing employee careers. This means a work environment that is open, empathic, encouraging of innovation, and collaborative, so that employee job satisfaction is high.

4. Expert leaders themselves perform to a high standard, and this creates an exemplar that sets the bar high for existing workers, new hires, and internal promotion.

5. An expert leader signals excellence like a quality beacon to potential new talent, to non-executive directors, donors, investors, and the market.


I will now explore how these qualities and skills manifest themselves day to day.

The art of navigation

We humans have a natural tendency to want instant gratification and are often prepared to pay a premium for it. Uncertainty about the future and impatience lead us to place more weight on ‘today’ and less weight on ‘tomorrow’, but short-termism has major negative consequences, particularly when we only spend, and fail to save or invest. The climate crisis has come about in part because of this human characteristic. Despite scientists telling us what will happen if we do not act, we continue to bury our heads in the sand and let non-experts lead us into the desert.

The long view also gets short shrift from most company boards. Public companies are particularly susceptible to being pressurized by shareholders who now routinely demand quarterly dividends. This makes it hard for firms to pursue long-term strategies. Shorttermism challenges the sustainability of businesses, threatens their competitiveness and puts entire economies at risk, as witnessed in the events that caused the 2008 crunch, which included financial institutions recklessly doling out sub-prime mortgages in pursuit of fast but unsustainable profits.

Investors deploy a number of tactics to enforce a swift payback, such as tying executive remuneration to short-term performance goals and removing senior managers and leaders if they fail to immediately deliver investor expectations. Among the largest listed companies in the UK, the CEO is re-elected annually.16 That might partly explain why respondents to a survey by consulting firm EY cited short-termism ‘as a significant or major impediment to the growth and development of the British business’.17

One of the first changes that Paul Polman made when he took over as CEO of the Anglo-Dutch company Unilever was to abolish quarterly financial reports and earnings guidance. He did so because he believed that it shortened corporate timelines. A study by the Accounting Review (journal of the American Accounting Association) analysed the effects on companies who were forced, by the US government, to change to quarterly financial reporting. It found that shorter reporting intervals ‘engender managerial myopia which finds expression in a statistically and economically significant decline in investments along with a subsequent decline in operating efficiency and sales growth’.18 Geoffrey James, a contributing editor of Inc.com, believes


the reason is simple. Frequent financial reporting forces executives to think short-term rather than long-term… By contrast, when investors are kept a bit more in the dark, executives are more likely to make wise decisions that will improve the long-term health and viability of the company.



This was exactly the motivation behind Paul Polman’s decision: ‘We needed to remove the temptation to work only toward the next set of numbers… We have moved to a more mature dialogue with our investor base.’19

Shareholder-imposed short-termism often means that long-horizon investments in R&D and human capital are abandoned. This can result in limited financial support for staff training and recruitment, and during economic slowdowns high levels of redundancies may be used to cut costs quickly to maintain shareholder returns.20 In March 2022 the British CEO of P&O Ferries, Peter Hebblethwaite, sacked 800 seafarers without notice. He replaced them with cheaper agency workers. That corporate decision backfired when suddenly many of their ships were grounded due to no longer being considered seaworthy by government safety inspectors. Why? Because the ships had lost too many of their skilled seafarers to be allowed to leave port.

Taking the long view

Some firms have resisted the temptation of short-termism and have duly reaped the benefits. ‘Emerson Electric (EMR) outpaces Stock Market gains’, read a Nasdaq headline in April 2022. Its performance has been exemplary, with an almost uninterrupted rise in profitability over the last sixty-five years. Emerson is a $16.8 billion Fortune 500 global technology and industrial software company providing automation solutions and commercial products, for example, in heating and ventilation. It has 83,000 employees and works in 200 locations worldwide.

Emerson was established in St Louis, Missouri in 1880. There are two facts of particular note. First, the company is on only its fourth CEO since 1954. Each spent almost his entire career at Emerson prior to becoming CEO. And the three that preceded the current head, Lal Karsanbhai, who joined Emerson in 1995, each did the job for twenty years.21 Two decades as CEO; imagine the kind of stability and opportunities to plan strategically this offers.

A second notable feature about Emerson is that, while it has greatly expanded and diversified its business, it has not moved too far from the kinds of products that it was manufacturing in 1892, when it was the first company to sell electric fans to Americans. Thus it has stayed true to its core business, as is perhaps signalled on its website through the statement, ‘Success requires a deep understanding of the challenge.’22

An interesting contrast is provided by the story of General Electric under the leadership of Jack Welch, who trained as an engineer and was in the CEO role at GE for twenty years. Incorporated in 1889 as the Edison General Electric Company, Thomas Edison would not have recognized the company under Welch.


GE’s breath-taking growth under Welch was fueled in large part by its transformation into a financial services superpower. By 2000 nearly half of the company’s revenue – $96 billion – came from GE Capital, its lending and insurance arm, and it dwarfed all of GE’s other units.



So writes Quartz journalist Oliver Staley.23 In that same year, when drawing up its list of the top 500 US companies, Fortune discovered that less than half of GE’s profits came from manufacturing, and therefore reclassified it under ‘financial services’ over loud but unavailing protests from its then ‘celebrity CEO’, Welch. Welch appears to have been so removed from both his and GE’s engineering roots that the company joined the high-tech revolution way too late,24 despite acquiring a French computer company, as Kenneth and William Hopper write, ‘in a bid to rival IBM in the emerging field of electronics’. Unfortunately, the general manager of GE put in charge ‘spoke no French and knew nothing about computers’, which cost the company $200 million. During this period GE also ran down its historic research centre at Schenectady, which for fifty years had been ‘the spiritual center of the company’.25 By 2000 there were only seven engineers among the company’s 175 senior executives.26

Unlike what happened to GE, the guardians of Emerson successfully navigated their way through turbulence and growth over many decades, always retaining proximity to their company’s core expertise. ‘Welch’, writes Michael Schein, CEO, MicroFame Media, ‘relentlessly hammered home the supremacy of one central concept – the importance of change.’ As his oft-cited quote suggests: ‘Willingness to change is a strength, even if it means plunging part of the company into total confusion for a while.’ His obsession with change meant that departments and people that weren’t making money were ruthlessly cut and replaced with something new and often completely different. Schein continues:


While it’s clear that standing still is never an option, many entrepreneurs and business owners have used Welch’s advice as license to get rid of their most vital processes, values and even people without considering the bigger picture. For example… companies have gotten rid of well-functioning operational, marketing or sales models for no other reason than to demonstrate that they were engaged in change.27



Instead, Schein suggests to companies: ‘Amplify what you already do best.’28 This is arguably what Emerson Electric has done.

Firms are bought, sold, die, and start up all the time. But companies with long lives like Emerson are scarce in both the US and UK. Since the early twentieth century, the average life span of a top American company listed in the S&P 500 index has dropped from sixty-seven years to just fifteen.29 A similar pattern is seen among British businesses, which saw the loss of three-quarters of FTSE 100 companies in thirty years.30 Corporate short-termism is less common in Japan, where they even have a term, shinise, for long-lived companies like Honda, for example.

Soichiro Honda was born in a small village near Mount Fuji in Japan in 1906. As a young man he fixed bicycles in his father’s repair shop, then began an apprenticeship in Tokyo when he was fifteen. He was a talented mechanic whose technical skills flourished after opening his own business. Soon Honda was manufacturing piston rings for engines, and after the Second World War he created the Honda Technical Research Institute, which is where in 1946 his motorized bicycles became motorcycles with engines designed by him.

Soichiro Honda was intrinsically motivated. His own technical expertise, innovation, and above all love of engineering drove Honda’s corporate strategy in all senses. As an expert leader he stayed centrally engaged, even test-driving new vehicles right up to his retirement, in 1973.

In Japan there are 20,000 shinise – firms that have existed for over 100 years, and one hotel even exceeds 1,000 years. When asked why Japanese enterprises survive so much longer, Makoto Kanda, a professor from Meiji Gakuin University, explained that the businesses tend to be small, mostly family-run, mainly Japan-based, they avoid mergers and acquisitions, and, importantly, they are focused on a ‘central belief or credo that is not tied solely to making a profit’.31 Germany has similar corporate practices and it too has numerous companies that have survived over many years; famous names such as Daimler, Siemens, Deutsche Bank, Bertelsmann, and Robert Bosch have been around since the mid nineteenth century.32

Innovation fuels growth in companies and national economies, and it will be required in bucketloads to slow and protect against the climate crisis. But to innovate we need to take a long view, which requires patience and time, the time to test for success and time lost on the many inevitable failures on the way. Expert leaders are more tolerant of this process. One of the primary drivers of innovation is R&D expenditure. CEOs with graduate degrees in the STEM subjects tend to invest more in R&D than those with professional degrees in law or management.33 Expert CEOs who ascend the ranks of their companies (e.g. Microsoft’s Satya Nadella and Adobe’s Shantanu Narayen) use their deep industry experience to channel the fruits of such R&D spending, pioneering lucrative cloud business and digital marketing services to increase corporate growth and profitability in their companies.

Similarly, technology-based companies like 3M have harnessed this general principle to drive their results: ‘In terms of product development, CEOs and top executives at 3M have usually been part of new-product management teams before advancing to the upper echelons of the firm,’ affirms Vincent Barker, commenting on his study of CEO characteristics and R&D spending.34 ‘This ensures that they understand the innovative process that drives 3M’s fortunes.’ The continued prevalence of technically credentialled leaders has helped power Silicon Valley’s dominance, while a reliance on general managers over technical experts in the American automotive industry helped it lose market share to Germany and Japan.35 The big three – General Motors (GM), Ford, and Chrysler – collectively controlled 90 per cent of the US market in 1965, but only 45 per cent by 2015.36 Indeed, in the first quarter of 2005, GM lost $850 million. Its stock crashed as did its revenues, and cashflow fell from a positive $2 billion to a negative $2 billion. By the 2008 financial crisis both GM and Chrysler were on the brink of bankruptcy, requiring federal government support, which topped $50 billion.37 Today, Toyota sits at the top of the world auto ranking, with Volkswagen and Daimler placed second and third.38

Developing a long-term perspective, as adopted by Daimler Benz with roots going back to the 1880s, facilitates bold (but not reckless) growth strategies which are less vulnerable to financial downturns and disruptions. Expert leaders are more attuned to adopting the long view partly because they have tenacity and draw on intrinsic motivation. This notion was expressed by psychologists Beth Hennessey and Teresa Amabile as ‘the drive to do something for the sheer enjoyment, interest, and personal challenge of the task itself (rather than solely for an external goal)’.39 Passion doesn’t pay the bills, however, and money is still a vital extrinsic motivation, even for the ardent expert. This is especially so if you are trying to drag an expert employee from his or her first love of engineering or graphic design, into a management role that they are unlikely to regard with the same enthusiasm. Incentives of different kinds must be built in, as we will discuss in Chapter 6.

Boss competence and performance

While General Motors followed the mantra of Alfred P. Sloan, their president in the first part of the twentieth century – ‘We are not in the business of making cars, we are in the business of making money’ – their competitor, Toyota, instead concentrated on making great, affordable cars.40 Incredibly, at the end of the Second World War Japan’s auto industry was almost completely destroyed. In 1949 Toyota was on the brink of bankruptcy, and in 1950 it produced only 300 vehicles.41 Yet, less than ten years later Toyotas, Hondas, and Datsuns rolled into the US in big numbers, and by 1975 Toyota was the most popular imported car in the United States.42 During the 1980s the success of foreign manufacturers began to bite the accountancy-infused, metric-obsessed Ford, Chrysler, and GM, who lost out hugely to foreign firms. Their competitors, headquartered primarily in Germany and Japan, instead focused on engineering and common-sense management. The senior managers in US auto firms had no knowledge of engineering, and no interest in what happened under the bonnet or ‘at the coal face’,43 whereas their counterparts at Toyota spent a great deal of time there, at what was called the gemba or ‘real place’, ‘the point where value was created’44 – the place the core business happens. ‘For the Japanese,’ wrote the Hopper brothers, ‘the key to successful kaizen (or continuous improvement) is to go to the gemba, work with the gembutsu (the actual thing, i.e. the relevant tools, materials, machines, parts and fixtures) and assemble the genjitsu (all the relevant facts).’45 Robert Locke and J.-C. Spender, authors of Confronting Managerialism, note that ‘Japanese engineers not only developed and designed products, but also went to the shop floor and worked with line employees to solve problems’, thus,


they gained first-hand knowledge of the manufacturing process and obtained the quick feedback necessary for close and continuous study of the relationship between machine design and the die-change process. This allowed the Japanese production people to keep costly downtimes to a minimum and permitted them to pursue continuous improvement, fine-tuning, and product variety.46



Unlike their US counterparts.

There is an extraordinary irony that should be flagged. It is that the management practices so admired in Japanese firms, that promote innovation, actually came from the United States.47 American management practices were passed on to the Japanese as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s post-Great Depression New Deal prior to the start of the Second World War. Joshua Murray and Michael Schwartz, authors of the book Wrecked, an impressive study that charts the decline of the American automobile industry, argue that before the Second World War, when US automakers applied the same form of management passed on to Japan, ‘their rates of innovation were extremely high and analysts described US management culture as centrally valuing innovation and change’. Today, write Murray and Schwartz, ‘The US automakers use an ossified mass production system featuring geographic dispersal of production, parts and machine rigidity, and large stockpiles… This system impedes the implementation of innovation.’48

What is their key takeaway about leadership in these Japanese firms? According to Josh Murray,


It is that leadership included the voice of labour. The Japanese and US auto firms diverged when Toyota (first, and other Japanese firms later) decided to make labour an integral part of the production decision-making process. They realized that worker trust and buy-in was key to the operation of the just-intime system of production, AND that just-in-time was key to innovation. US leadership, in contrast, was adamant about maintaining sole discretion over production decisions and instead bought temporary peace through pay raises, while slowly dismantling their own innovative production system so as to remove structural leverage from their workforce.49



The wheels of organizational performance are oiled by line managers, particularly those who understand the gemba and work with the gembutsu. Line managers and middle managers make up the bulk of the world’s supervisors. Bosses matter intensely. In a study with Ben Artz of the University of Wisconsin and Andrew Oswald of Warwick University we studied 35,000 American and British employees in all kinds of workplaces. A person’s immediate boss has the largest effect on job satisfaction, which directly influences employee productivity, as we will see in the next chapter. The often-repeated aphorism that ‘people don’t leave bad jobs they leave bad bosses’ is true more often than not.

Economists Eddie Lazear, Kathryn Shaw, and Christopher Stanton discovered the value of bosses to worker productivity when they were given access to a Californian technology-based services firm.50 The researchers measured the effects of 2,000 bosses on 25,000 workers over four years and looked at this question: if managers generally earn more than the workers whom they supervise, can we be sure that the productivity they generate is worth the additional pay?51 The tasks examined were relatively simple, but the authors made five important findings:


• If a boss in the lower 10 per cent of supervisor quality is replaced with one who is in the upper 10 per cent, a team’s total output increases by more than adding one worker to a nine-member team.

• The average boss is nearly twice as productive as the average worker.

• The worst bosses are more likely to leave the firm, and workers who are assigned to better bosses are more likely to remain.

• About one-quarter of the effect of having had a good boss remains one year after the worker leaves a particular manager to go to a different job within the company.

• Finally, the effect of good bosses on high-quality workers is greater than the effect of good bosses on lower-quality workers. Stanton explained that ‘the effect of a boss is multiplicative. If you have a better boss on a team, you get more out of each individual worker.’


As these results demonstrate, the effect of line managers on productivity is substantial. The truth is that we want a boss who is a better version of ourselves – one who can do what we do but to a higher standard; a person who fundamentally understands the nature of our work, and how we can improve.

We have known for a long time that the lens through which we comprehend the world has been shaped by our past, our upbringing and family, schooling, and personal histories. Of course, our personalities are added into the mix. We can moderate the effect of our personality through instruction but we cannot easily change it. The renowned scholar Donald Hambrick pointed out that top management teams see the world through their own highly personalized lenses. His upper echelons theory argues that executives make strategic choices which reflect their own values, their education and training, and specifically the domain in which they have been working. If, as we’ve seen, you put an accountant at the top of GM or a marketeer at the head of Apple, don’t expect them to understand cars or technology. How could they? The business will be run solely through the lens of a profit-and-loss spreadsheet or an advertising campaign. And this is worse in companies where even more power has switched to the CEOs, as is common in the UK and the US.

In The Puritan Gift, Kenneth and William Hopper reflect often on the words of Florence Nightingale. She helped to establish modern nursing, was an accomplished statistician, a vocal social campaigner, and something of an organizational expert. Above all, she recognized that ‘someone has to be in charge’, which is evident in the way that Nightingale-inspired hospitals were subsequently run, as described by the Hopper brothers.52

The most important organizing structure in these hospitals was their ‘line-and-staff’ system, which distributes work responsibilities from senior management, through middle managers to lower-level employees. Florence Nightingale knew that real and actual responsibility must lie with individuals at the top and throughout the many different levels. At the very top was a senior physician, who sat directly above the medics and was supported by two ‘staff’ departments, one of which was headed by the matron, who was responsible for all nursing care. Ward sisters reported to the matron, and each managed one or more hospital wards. The second department was headed by the treasurer, who took the money and paid the bills, and had his line-and-staff. In Toyota-speak, the wards were collectively the gemba, the real place, the place where value was created. ‘In the Nightingale Hospital, the management of what is now called the “core competences” was strictly in the hands of medically qualified men and women – both physicians and nurses.’53 But, continue the Hopper brothers, after the 1970s responsibility switched to non-medically qualified general managers, who were ‘remote from the ward floor and difficult to distinguish from the “number-crunchers” who were beginning to occupy senior management positions in large companies’.54 The authors lament that from this time onwards, ‘important decisions of an essentially medical nature are being made by people not qualified to do so, that is, without “domain knowledge” ’.55 Many services were outsourced to independent companies, and monitoring declined as the chains of responsibility were broken throughout. Non-medical executives were hired en masse and soon ran most hospitals. Metrics replaced clinical assessment, and in the 1990s ‘cost containment’ cut pay, which also cut the supply of nurses. This then led to ‘replacing “RNs” (registered nurses) with “RCTs” (registered care technologists)’.56

In a recent survey published in the British Medical Journal, three out of ten NHS doctors said they felt unsupported by their management: ‘driving the discontent and dissatisfaction’, say the authors, ‘is a lack of feeling valued and supported.’57 The Guardian newspaper’s headline of 9 October 2021 read: ‘Nursing crisis sweeps wards as NHS battles to find recruits’. There are currently close to 40,000 vacancies for registered nurses in England alone. ‘Drexit’ or Doctor-exit from the UK’s NHS as a result of Brexit means that it is now at breaking point. Many British doctors have moved to health systems overseas such as those in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and some are leaving the profession altogether. The US is no better. In 2019, the Association of American Medical Colleges projected shortages of over 100,000 physicians in the US by 2030.

Remember who the people are in CEO positions in US and UK hospitals – (in all but 5 per cent) they are non-medically trained general managers. Around the world, Nightingale-inspired hospitals survive in only a few places – notably, in the best-run and most advanced health-care systems that reside at the top of global hospital rankings.

My co-author Agnes Bäker and I wanted to understand more about good hospital management, so we asked hospital physicians in Australia, Switzerland, and Denmark about the behaviours and practices of their line managers. We surveyed thousands of physicians and asked them about their well-being, whether they intended to stay in both their current job and in medicine, and how they would assess the leadership behaviour and skills of their line manager. Job satisfaction and consequent performance is particularly important for clinicians because it directly affects patients’ outcomes, namely their survival rates. As mentioned earlier, managers’ behaviour has the greatest influence on employee well-being; it also affects resilience, burnout rates, and their intention to stay or leave health care. Finally, we asked physicians to rate the clinical ability of their own line manager (each of whom was also a physician).

We found that the most effective physician managers, rated by those they actually work with, are expert line managers, who are held in high esteem and rated highly as clinicians. This is because their competence in medicine makes it easier for them to understand the work of their colleagues, and in particular enables them to coach their staff to achieve a high standard.

The physicians we surveyed also told us about the aspects of their line managers’ behaviour and skills they valued most highly. They are the following:58


• Expert line managers lead by example, and they

• motivate employees through shared values

• communicate a clear and positive vision

• empower and encourage their staff

• support staff in developing their career

• give better feedback about many aspects of doing the job

• communicate goals clearly

• consult with their teams about how work can be completed

• engage in innovative thinking

• allow more autonomy in working

• engender trust in the organization’s senior management

• create a safer environment (e.g. from bullying)

• have happy employees who are then less likely to want to quit.


When you have spent years acquiring experience, and been deep in the thick of it, as an expert line manager has, you absorb through osmosis the shared culture and value systems, the work incentives and motivations of fellow employees. Core business expertise allows such bosses to step in and assist workers when necessary, and then guide from a distance, instead of micro-managing through metrics. They employ trust and mentorship to inspire their talented workforce to new performance heights.

People focused on their profession, trade, or craft – dentists, product designers, or cabinet makers, for example – are often viewed as being both reluctant leaders and reluctant followers because they perceive themselves as being ‘autonomous competent individuals’.59 Actually, we all see ourselves to some degree in this way. Everyone reports in surveys that they want some autonomy at work, and not too much bureaucracy. Like shoes that are ill-fitting and create pain, constrain our pace, and slow us down, management systems can impinge too tightly on employees. All too often an administrative tail is wagging a core business dog. The encroachment of managerialism is particularly intense in sectors that might be described as public or in receipt of government funds (e.g. social work, local government, prisons, higher and further education, health, and social care). This weight of bureaucracy is all the more galling when it is imposed by central governments, who themselves often seem to flout rules of civic engagement and process.60

It is exactly because taxpayers’ money is being used that the most efficient and productive systems should be set in place rather than the imposition of ever more managerialism and bureaucracy.

One of the most damaging effects of an over-controlling management system is that it drives away top talent whose in-demand skills give them the freedom to choose where they want to work. Ideally, we need our best graduates going into areas such as social services, teaching, and health care. Sadly, if they decide to enter a noble profession motivated by the desire to help others then they soon leave due to excessive paperwork coupled with salaries that do not compensate for their intense workload and stress. Atul Gawande raised this issue in a New Yorker article, citing that a ‘2016 study found that physicians spent about two hours doing computer work for every hour spent face to face with a patient… In the examination room, physicians devoted half of their patient time facing the screen to do electronic tasks.’61 All of this has led to extended working hours and frustration. And it seems to only get worse.

The priorities in US health care are laid bare when we look at how many physicians compared with administrators were hired between 1975 and 2010. The number of physicians grew by 150 per cent, in line with population growth; however, the number of health-care administrators increased by an incredible 3,200 per cent.62 In universities, administrators now greatly exceed academics, who have also become burdened with excessive performance metrics, monitoring, and a greatly expanded bureaucracy. There are similar issues in schools as well.

Jeanet Meijs trained to be a teacher in the Netherlands when she was seventeen and is as passionate about education today as she was then. At eighty, she still rides her bike to go shopping, and is now tutoring children who have some learning challenges, as I myself did. Meijs’s drawer is full of cards from appreciative former students because she is one of those people who change others’ lives.

In the past decade Meijs has acquired a second passion. It is to campaign for the right of teachers to return to their focus on knowledge and teaching, instead of administration, which she says has got out of control. Meijs blames the school boards, managers, and politicians for the current mess. School heads ‘aren’t even teachers anymore. That’s bizarre, isn’t it? That the director of a biscuit factory… can also lead a school?’63

Jamie Peston has worked in London-based secondary schools for over twenty years. During that time he has also witnessed an increased reliance on technology imposed on teachers from above. In an interview with me in 2021 he said: ‘Schools have invested millions of pounds in a variety of “smart” systems that were intended to alleviate workload, reduce paperwork, and improve conditions for teachers (and administrators). Instead, the reverse has happened.’ He argues that many educational technology systems are mediocre at best, and says a small cabal of big players monopolize the sector, stifling innovation. ‘School Management Information Systems have similarly become more complex. Again, they were supposed to reduce the reporting burden for teachers, but instead have increased it.’ This is because they were not designed by the teachers who have to use them. ‘It is always the teachers who are left confused, frustrated and with the extra workload which has reduced teacher well-being and increased turnover of staff.’ Peston concludes that ‘while the days of printing reports, folding, addressing, and stuffing envelopes have passed, in its place are endless hours of marking, logging and inputting data, and the onus has shifted from administrators directly onto teachers, increasing workload and reducing job satisfaction.’ The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Teaching and Learning International Survey found that the quality of teachers’ working conditions directly affects their job satisfaction and retention. In schools that reported high leadership and management scores, teacher retention was also high. This same pattern can be found in health care, social work, the police, and the criminal justice system.

Middle managers are in a challenging position, sandwiched between the staff in their department or unit and senior executives. On the one hand there are those who look up to the C-Suite and want to keep the executives happy, willing to tie their workforce up in whatever red tape gets chucked down from above. On the other, there are those who view themselves as ‘umbrella carriers’,64 expert leaders who shelter subordinates from administrative spillovers, thus reducing disruption.65 Our research has shown that expert line managers create conditions that support and promote performance, which inevitably means some pushing back against central functions and reducing the escalating effects of an imposing bureaucracy.

Evaluation, feedback, and the setting of goals are prerequisites for appraising performance. But to raise motivation, goals need to be ambitious but realistic and must align closely to the nature of the tasks.

At the time of writing, over 170,000 people have died of Covid-19 in the UK, and the number is in excess of 1,000,000 in the US.66 Michael Lewis’ book The Premonition examines how the US handled the pandemic, which, by most accounts, was not well. The government agency Lewis holds most responsible is the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Lewis describes the CDC as an organization where risk aversion and excessive caution, caused by fear of losing one’s job, left the CDC impotent to the point of being irresponsible. The director of the CDC is appointed by the president and can be sacked by the president, which was quite a common occurrence under Donald Trump. Thus the individual is often perceived to be a ‘yes’ person. Lewis points to the very different roles performed by the director of the CDC and that of Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, with whom Trump did not get along.


If Donald Trump had gotten up and said, ‘Fauci, you’re fired,’ nothing would have happened, which is likely why he never did it… To fire a competent civil servant is a pain in the ass. To fire a competent presidential appointee is as easy as tweeting.67



Politicians may need to rely on experts during pandemics, but in general they do not like them. Experts, like Fauci, won’t do as they are told. So generalists and management consultants are preferred by governing politicians. Consultants may charge exorbitantly, but they will do as they are told. Experts’ behaviours and actions are informed by codes of practice tied to their trade or profession. Being committed to a set of protocols and standards makes experts harder to shift. As a result, Trump drew not only on non-experts but also family members – Ivanka Trump was an adviser to her father, the president, and her husband, Jared Kushner, was an assistant to the president and a senior adviser.68 Meanwhile Boris Johnson’s government was frequently accused of appointing to important roles through a ‘chumocracy’.69 Similarly, Canada’s inadequate response to Covid-19 was blamed on the dismantling of its exceptional public health intelligence network and the replacement of experts by generalists in key positions.70

Why the standard-bearer must first bear the standard

It is the leader’s responsibility to establish the quality threshold in an organization. If an outstanding expert is hired as CEO then the bar is automatically raised.

John Rawls, a philosopher, moved to Harvard University in 1962. Between 1962 and 1971 he produced very little published work. It caused gossip and bad feeling among his colleagues. People were beginning to wonder: had Rawls ‘lost it’? During that fallow period his salary growth remained unaffected, and no dean ever called him in for a ‘little talk’ with expressions of concern. In 1971, after Rawls’ long period of ‘low productivity’, he presented A Theory of Justice, a masterpiece considered to be the most important work in moral philosophy since the end of the Second World War. As the late Henry Rosovsky, a (former) professor of economics and dean of arts and sciences at Harvard University, pointed out in an interview, had Harvard then ‘been “corporatized,” we might have deprived the world of Rawls’ major breakthrough’.

Patrick Harker, the former dean of the famous Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania, was at the top of his field in operations and information management, and the youngest faculty member ever to gain an endowed professorship at Wharton. Harker opened my eyes to the importance of expert leaders for hiring and raising standards when he said, ‘to be credible, the standard bearer must first bear the standard.’ In other words, if you want to reach a higher high for your organization, you must have reached it yourself, and be seen by others to have done so. For example, in trying to create a world-renowned biomedical research institute, dedicated to understanding the fundamental biology underlying human health and disease, the Francis Crick Institute selected Sir Paul Nurse, a geneticist and Nobel Prize winner, to head it. Expert leaders raise the bar, inspire excellence, and attract donors and investors and, importantly, the best talent, all of which translates into higher performance. Naturally, only being a Nobel laureate is insufficient. Paul Nurse also had to understand how to motivate people.

In a bid to help reinvigorate its stuffy and sterile department stores, US firm JCPenney hired former Apple executive Ron Johnson as its CEO in the autumn of 2011. The move was heralded as genius. After all, Johnson had created the Apple Store and the acclaimed Genius Bar. At a debut speech in 2012 Johnson announced that Penney stores were to go through a radical redesign, and J. C. Penney would once again become ‘America’s favorite store’. However, reported James Surowiecki, ‘Fourteen months later, J. C. Penney is America’s favorite cautionary tale.’ Under Johnson’s watch the company lost nearly $100 million, 22,000 employees lost their jobs, and there was a 60 per cent reduction in stock valuation. Business punters were shocked that the star retailer had failed so hugely. But Johnson’s poor performance stemmed from a lack of specialized knowledge; he didn’t actually understand Penney’s customers so how could he raise any bar higher? As Mark Cohen, a professor at Columbia University and former CEO of Sears Canada, commented: ‘He had never been a C.E.O., never mounted or managed a turnaround, had limited fashion-apparel experience, and had no experience in the middle-market space.’71

Leaders set a variety of quality thresholds throughout their organizations. Hiring and maintaining employee quality is among the most important. It is easier for a leader or a line manager to be an effective quality enforcer if they have first met the standard that is to be imposed. For example, the undergraduate backgrounds of school heads correlate highly with the undergraduate backgrounds of the teachers they hire. Those who attend the top education colleges are more likely to hire high-quality teachers who produce better student outcomes.72

While most CEOs and HR directors would agree that hiring the best people is central to the success of any organization, it is easier said than done. Homophily – when like is attracted to like – can help and also hinder. The best teachers are likely to hire the best teachers but recruiters can also be tempted to select those who are like themselves in other ways – without even being aware of it. Feeling an instinctive liking or sympathy for a candidate who physically looks like you or went to a similar school or university, or who comes from the same class background, can have negative repercussions, particularly in relation to diversity. ‘Group think’ can also take hold when, say, an interviewer who was educated at Yale University thinks that only Yale will do. If homophily guides its hiring, an organization eventually weakens. But as long as there is self-awareness and some objective measure of what constitutes the best, there are extraordinary benefits to having the best in the field on a hiring panel because they will raise the quality bar by hiring other great candidates. If little care is put into who is involved in recruitment, the opposite can happen.

An example of this that can be applied to many different settings was that of John P, a chemistry professor in an acclaimed research university that had recently hired an ambitious new president.73 The incoming president was an outstanding political scientist, one of whose priorities was to address the rather large reputational decline the university had recently suffered. Chemistry was particularly poor. The plan was to find a top chemist to take over as head of department, a person who would set new standards for hiring faculty and carrying out research. The president took a direct interest in the appointment, and after identifying and communicating with a potentially excellent candidate, a hiring panel was convened.

The chemistry scholar being considered was an eminent researcher and highly respected in his field – so much so that several of the existing professors in the department became worried about having someone in charge whose reputation was so much better than theirs. Fearing loss of power and status, they took action. First, Professor P and his coterie tried to control who was on the hiring panel. They pushed to have as many professors as possible from their own department, and they submitted panel candidates from elsewhere in the university whom they knew they could rely on for support. But the president was fly to this trick, and took control of panel membership. So, Professor P went further. He directly contacted the president’s first-choice candidate and told him that he would not be welcome in their department. Consequently, the candidate withdrew. I have heard versions of this story from many other areas including advertising, banking, and medicine.

Hiring and keeping the best people is never easy, yet failing to do so can lead to a steady decline into mediocrity. A senior physician in the NHS, interviewed for this book, explained she often feels that


in medical selection panels there is a ‘culture of second best’ where they don’t necessarily want to select the best clinician or surgeon, because they feel threatened by the candidate’s talent, particularly if it translates into acquiring private patients. If the incomer’s reputation surpasses that of others in the department, their private practice may decrease. Because of this, really outstanding doctors sometimes struggle to find jobs, which is insane.



A second-best candidate is then appointed, who may be mediocre or not as driven to succeed academically or clinically. ‘Sometimes in the NHS’, she concludes woefully, ‘it feels like it is our worst performers that establish the organizational standards and culture, not the best performers.’74

Professor P’s behaviour is perfectly captured in a statement made by André Weil, a mid-twentieth-century French mathematician: ‘First-rate people hire other first-rate people. Second-rate people hire third-rate people. Third-rate people hire fifth-rate people.’75

Those who feel disgruntled with their situation, passed over or lacking in confidence, will find it hard to hire others who are better than them. Negative self-feelings are traced directly to, and are antecedents of, processes of social comparison.76 Humans cannot avoid comparing and ranking themselves against others. Job satisfaction and happiness have also been shown to be tied to how we compare ourselves with similar others.

Envy and competitiveness may exist to some degree among us all, and those at the top of a field may be even more sensitive about their position. Personality, age, and self-awareness also matter. Nevertheless, outstanding experts, those who are A+ or A+++ players, are often not threatened, but stimulated, by hiring individuals who are better than them. Indeed, they see it not just as hiring equivalents to themselves but as a feather in their cap.77 Importantly, it is the A++ person leading the search or on the hiring panel who will recognize other similar talent. Put outstanding expert leaders into post and they will enforce a higher standard of hiring.

Credible ‘talent magnets’

When I asked Toby Cosgrove, MD, then CEO of the internationally renowned physician-led Cleveland Clinic, why he thought physician leadership was important, his response was instant: ‘Credibility – peer-to-peer credibility. This is the most important factor.’ He knew that having been a respected surgeon with a long career at the clinic mattered to his core workers, other physicians. When Paul Taheri, MD arrived from the University of Vermont to start his term as CEO of Yale Medicine he said:


I had to scrub up and wait in the hall and let folk see my name on the surgery board. While in surgery my new colleagues leaned over my shoulder to see if I could still ‘cut it’. Once they were happy that I could, my credibility was established as one of them. After that no one cared anymore.



CEOs who are industry experts, like Cosgrove and Taheri, send positive signals to internal employees, especially the core workers, but also to external stakeholders, improving the perception of their organization. Cosgrove also believes that physician-leaders are more likely to ‘tolerate crazy ideas’ like the first coronary artery bypass, performed by René Favaloro at the Cleveland Clinic in the late 1960s. They do this, Cosgrove said, because the Cleveland Clinic unlocks talent by offering a safe space to people with extraordinary ideas and, importantly, the leadership tolerates a certain amount of failure, which is a natural part of scientific endeavour, innovation, and all progress. The idea that credibility legitimizes leaders’ authority has been known for a long time. Credibility informs the social interactions between leaders and their followers. For Paul Taheri, coming from outside, to be viewed as credible in his new leadership role, he had to first demonstrate that he could perform surgery to as high a standard as his new peers. Once that was done, he could get on with his CEO job.

Being credible and demonstrating your expertise to a high standard also signals that a head understands the culture and value system, incentives, and priorities of those being led. Because expert leaders admire and pursue other highly talented people (and are less likely to feel intimidated or threatened by them), they become what business professor Sydney Finkelstein terms ‘talent magnets’.

Under the helm of an expert leader, organizations can become vibrant places that attract the best talent and help inspire their optimal performance. Many expert leaders have the star quality associated with being exceptionally good at what they do, engendering loyalty on the part of their workforce and stakeholders, as they steer their companies to greater heights. They also act as a powerful signal to potential employees about what the work culture and environment might be like. If a firm is headed by an expert leader, it suggests to potential talent that an appropriate work environment exists, which expands the pool of high-quality applicants. It may also signal credibility to a wider audience. For example, an organization’s board may choose to hire a noted expert or specialist to signal its strategic priorities to employees, and to external stakeholders such as shareholders, customers, suppliers, the media, and donors. Finally, outstanding experts can also attract new and young talent into a field they may not have previously considered. Vidal Sassoon, who wore the crown and took the glory as the world’s first celebrity hairdresser, transformed styling from hair-set and hairnet to cut and blow dry. He not only inspired a whole generation of cutters, he brought young men into women’s hairdressing.

I have summarized the ‘mechanisms’ through which experts exert their substantial influence on organizational performance. In the next chapter I take a look at how expert bosses raise the job satisfaction of employees, and why this is important to firm productivity.
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Expert Leaders Create Productive Workplaces

Bosses matter for many reasons but we tend to forget that a fundamentally important part of their role is the kind of environment they create for those who work for their organisation. Devising strategy might be hard, but executing it is harder, and to do so effectively you need staff who are committed and engaged. Expert bosses are vital to higher organizational performance because they understand how to create the right working conditions to enable employees to do their jobs to the best of their abilities. As I have found in much of my research, it is credible bosses who make the biggest difference to the happiness of workers, which in turn affects organizational performance.

Behind a happy worker stands an expert boss

Asher Raphael and Corey Schiller were recent college graduates when they began their careers with entry-level positions at Power Home Remodeling. Located in the Chester, Pennsylvania area, it was then a modest, family-owned and operated business that replaced windows, doors, and cladding (siding). By 2014 both men were co-CEOs, and their company had transformed into the country’s second-largest exterior home remodeller (growing a stunning 1,500 per cent from 2008 to 2017). It is worth noting that 90 per cent of the executive leaders at Power Home Remodeling began in entry-level positions, just like Asher and Corey, steadily accumulating expertise as they ascended the corporate ladder.

Best-place-to-work rankings are heavily used by employees looking for work. Employers, too, recognize the need to do well in such rankings in order to attract the best possible candidates. What distinguishes Power Home Remodeling, and their famously happy corporate counterparts like SAP and Southwest Airlines, are not just competitive salaries, performance-based bonuses, annual all-expenses-paid retreats, well-stocked food stations, and Pilates classes. It is the fact that employees inside these companies express themselves as being very satisfied with their jobs.

Why is this relevant? Happiness, job satisfaction, and worker well-being are of course important in their own right, but as I will explain, it has been demonstrated in numerous studies that these factors also have a very real influence on individual productivity and organizational performance. American companies that made it on to the ‘100 best places to work’ ranking have been calculated to have on average 3.8 per cent higher stock returns, compared to competitors who fail to make the top-100 elite list.1 Expert bosses play a major role in this. Employee job satisfaction and happiness hinge on the core business competence of leaders and line managers. Companies with expert bosses are, simply, happier. And happiness is profitable.

With co-authors Benjamin Artz and Andrew Oswald, in 2017 I published what we believe is the first study to show that an expert boss with technical competence and core business knowledge is the most important factor tied to employee job satisfaction and overall well-being.2 We found there are three critical elements:


• The employee is managed by a supervisor with the skills which would enable them to perform the employee’s job themselves if necessary.

• The line manager knows the business from the bottom up – or started it.

• The supervisor’s level of technical competence is judged by his or her employees to be high in their area of work.


If all three criteria are satisfied then an average worker’s sense of job satisfaction is most positively influenced – even more so than salary (see figure).
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What determines an employee’s job satisfaction?





In terms of job satisfaction, having a technically competent boss can be worth double your salary (even when pay is high).3

So once again we see the power of expertise. That’s almost certainly because experts are credible. Legitimate leaders, with good managerial judgement who foster creativity, provide richer feedback to employees and allow greater worker autonomy – a vital component in unleashing creativity and productivity and indeed enjoyment at work. Experts are especially compelling when they understand their own companies. That’s why the famously happy start-ups that stud Silicon Valley tend to recruit, train, and promote from within their own ranks, instead of relying on outside talent or MBA degree-bearing generalists.4

But how do all these elements – happiness, job satisfaction, expert bosses, productivity – connect? Let’s start with human happiness.

The study of happiness

Few would question the potential importance of understanding and amplifying the factors that contribute to human happiness. Philosophers and others have debated the topic for centuries. However, the formal study of well-being is relatively recent. It uses statistical methods and large random-sample survey data as a way to better understand society and how it works.

The first-ever conference on the economics of happiness took place at the London School of Economics in England in November 1993. It was held in the fading splendour of the elderly Lionel Robbins building, a structure reminiscent of a 1950s high school. A giant rolling blackboard sat at one end of the conference room with an overhead projector at the other. The conference was organized by Andrew Clark and Andrew Oswald, then at Essex University and LSE respectively. The two young economists had spent hours walking round and round a pretty lake at the centre of the Essex University campus thinking about how the new British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) could help them understand mental well-being and job satisfaction in Britain’s population. The BHPS, started in 1991, collected detailed information once a year on the same 10,300 randomly selected individuals in 5,500 households in Great Britain.5 It was tracking these individuals’ lives and recording what was happening to them. As we will see, this vital dataset would allow researchers to discover important patterns in what does and does not make individuals happy.

In the days running up to, and especially on the morning of, the November conference, Clark and Oswald put posters up all over the LSE advertising their event. They dragged 100 wooden chairs from a nearby storage room and set them out in rows. A prestigious line-up of speakers had flown in, including the psychologist and future Nobel Prize laureate Daniel Kahneman, from Princeton, and scholars from the likes of Yale, Harvard, and Cornell.

While the conference had seemed certain to be a success, it was on the surface a complete flop. Even with an all-star line-up, only four people turned up, so the speakers faced row upon row of empty chairs. Perhaps economists in the 1990s did not think human happiness was relevant to their work. Oswald later said: ‘I don’t think LSE economists necessarily thought the conference was a bad idea. It just did not compute.’

Clark and Oswald were ahead of their time.6 Only Richard Easterlin, an economics professor and demographer who now works at the University of Southern California, had been sufficiently bold in a lone article in 1974 to use happiness data to argue that economic growth was not improving life in the way conventional wisdom assumed.7 Standard economics believed that higher gross domestic product made a nation as a whole happier. Easterlin wanted to check if that was really true. He had the idea of looking at post-war data collected in regular happiness surveys through the years in countries like the United States and Japan. He could not detect any sign that the happiness numbers went up as countries became richer, and suggested that perhaps happiness is relative, so that when everyone has a flashy BMW, no one enjoys the status of owning a flashy vehicle because it does not stand out. This phenomenon became known as the Easterlin Paradox. The economics profession at the time did not like his empirical findings and he had trouble publishing his work in an economics journal, but eventually did so in a book. Since then the Easterlin Paradox has become a part of standard economic thinking and his 1974 paper is now a frequently cited classic.

Today, partly due to the papers presented by Clark and Oswald, Danny Blanchflower, and others at the 1993 conference,8 the economics of happiness is a well-recognized area of research and the concept of well-being in the workplace has developed into an industry itself. The UK government today surveys its population annually to understand the nation’s happiness, and a number of organizations have grouped together to produce the World Happiness Report.9 These and other sources of similar data have allowed researchers to find out a great deal about the relationship between happiness and well-being at an individual and company level.

How satisfied are you with your life?

Just as Clark and Oswald first did in the 1990s, today economists still use large surveys to ask people how satisfied they are with their life. Most developed democratic countries report quite high levels of well-being. Only small percentages of citizens say they are unhappy, and in the United States General Social Survey, for example, approximately one-third of people say they are overall ‘very happy’ with their life. There was a dip during the coronavirus pandemic but levels soon bounced back. People tend to be happier and more satisfied with life if they have a high income, are married or in an intimate relationship, and are educated to a relatively high level. Overall, the statistical evidence is that children do not contribute to increased happiness, although grandchildren do raise happiness, and Oswald has been heard to say in his lectures, ‘Skip the children. Go straight to grandchildren.’ In individuals there is also a tendency to U-shaped happiness through the course of a person’s life, where the young and the old report high levels of happiness but middle-aged people are the least happy – hence the idea of the ‘midlife crisis’. Unsurprisingly, levels of happiness also fall during an economic recession.

Once wealth, education, and sex have been taken into account there are a number of important influencing factors that affect reported well-being. These include health, diet, and environment (access to green spaces and levels of air pollution), but one of the most significant is unemployment. The negative hit from unemployment is large and persistent, and the long-term unemployed do not adapt to their situation. High unemployment in a country reduces overall levels of happiness, even among those who do not lose their jobs (presumably because of the background fear that it creates). It is also important to understand that being told to leave your employer is mentally harmful for reasons that go far beyond simply the loss of wage. Reduced income is painful, of course. But the seminal work of Rainer and Liliana Winkelmann in 1998 calculated that 80 per cent of the happiness lost when someone becomes unemployed is not pecuniary in nature.10 That large slice of induced unhappiness is mainly the result of a lower sense of identity, agency, and social capital.

Income in itself is important, but comparing your income with that of your peers matters a great deal more than the number of yen and euros themselves. Employees are acutely aware of variations in salary and of higher-wage people around them in the same firm. Workers are more satisfied when their pay is relatively high compared to others in the economy with identical qualifications and at the same age.11 As humans, we are constantly looking over our shoulders and comparing what we get paid with what others earn.

Knowing the background causes of human happiness is interesting but it is also helpful when thinking about job satisfaction, because being in work (when we want it) contributes greatly to our general sense of well-being.

Job satisfaction and the well-being of workers

Most of us, when we are not sleeping, spend the largest proportion of our waking hours working. So how happy we feel at work really matters to our overall life satisfaction. Employees know this intuitively and many employers, from sheer observation and experience, understand the value of employee job satisfaction, and its relationship to employee performance. But they may not know how to create the right environment to foster it, which is where I hope this book may play a role. And I suspect many leaders are unaware that there is hard, statistical evidence that they themselves have the largest effect on employee well-being – specially if they are expert in their field.

To fully understand why this is the case requires an appreciation of the major influences on people’s job satisfaction. This is vital for the maintenance of employee well-being, but it also matters for individual and organizational performance. Happy workers are productive workers. And the number one influence on their job satisfaction is the quality of their boss. I’ll come back to this point later in the chapter.

People want to work – and not just because they need to. Monetary compensation is only one element of the benefit work brings; it also informs our identity, shapes our social network, and creates routine. As we will see, happier workers are more productive, less likely to quit or call in sick, and happier workplaces have more contented customers and make more money.

Since the early 1990s an enormous body of statistical evidence has built up on the determinants of well-being at work.12 Here is a ranking of the twelve main factors that affect job satisfaction – both positive and negative – in approximate order of importance.13 These findings, it should be emphasized, come from statistical comparisons across different kinds of people and different settings, so they tell us about average effects rather than special cases.

What makes you happy at work?

1. Leaders, supervisors, and managers have the single largest effect on employee job satisfaction and well-being14

Your boss hugely affects how much you enjoy your work. This is because your line manager largely controls or influences your work flow, promotion prospects, your job and career development, the working environment, and much more. Our studies were some of the first to demonstrate the boss effect on job happiness, and, importantly, to be able to calculate the size of the consequences that flow from having a competent expert manager. The particular qualities your manager brings to their job and that affect your workplace happiness will vary, but most important is whether your boss actually knows what he or she is talking about. Expert bosses score high on a range of measures (as worded in surveys of employees): giving useful feedback on your work, being respectful to you as a person, being helpful in getting the job done, supporting your development, encouraging teamworking, giving you praise and recognition when you do a good job, and generally helping employees. Bad bosses score least well on ‘ability to get the job done’ presumably because if they haven’t done the job then how can they possibly help you do yours?15 Having a bad working relationship with your boss can, as might be guessed, greatly reduce your well-being and is frequently a key factor linked to quitting.

2. Doing interesting work – Positive

Being in a job that is interesting scores high on job satisfaction – for obvious reasons. Humans need stimulation. Interesting can mean different things to different people depending on their personality. For example, intrinsically motivated people may be more likely to work in a non-profit organization, where pay is generally lower. People with extroverted personalities are more likely to choose jobs with opportunities for social interaction. Mainly, for all of us, it is a matter of trade-offs because there are always elements of our jobs that we do not love. Success therefore comes in the balance we are able to find between those factors that we really like, versus those we like less.

3. Having job security – Positive

Job security is important: work gives our lives meaning, it is tied to our identity and social status, is a major source of human interaction, and provides us with a routine as well as income to live on. A threat to our job security is a potential attack on our security as a whole – our ability to feed and dress ourselves and our dependants, and have somewhere safe to live – and as such is immensely stressful. It also threatens our identity and sense of self. The importance of job security is illustrated by the enormous effect that we know both from statistical evidence and from experience, either direct or indirect, that losing it and becoming unemployed has on us. The loss of happiness caused by losing a job is shown in the data to be comparable to that caused by the death of a spouse.

4. Employee pay (including relative pay) – Positive

Pay is of course important although over a certain level the relationship between pay and job satisfaction is weaker than most people think. This is because of other non-monetary factors that are equally if not more important than income referred to above. But it still matters – especially relative pay. Job satisfaction is affected by what others in the same firm earn. Comparisons are psychologically dangerous. Knowing that others are paid more can reduce one’s well-being – especially if one feels the colleague being paid more is not doing a very good job! However, if the higher salary is seen as a signal of what might come, through promotion say, it can also be a source of inspiration. There is important research that shows other forms of compensation can have a big influence on our motivation, through initiatives such as profit shares, group bonuses, and shared ownership. This ‘share-capitalism effect’ or buy-in is viewed favourably by employees, and it also dampens, somewhat, the negative well-being effects from those parts of our jobs that we do not like.16

5. Having autonomy – Positive

Autonomy at work is important to job satisfaction for all kinds of employees; indeed, having even small freedoms, like being able to move our desk, raises our job satisfaction. Some professions, such as scientists and artists, require higher levels of autonomy than others. Autonomy gives us a sense of agency. In other words, we feel as if we have some control over our lives. This is why having an expert boss is crucial; an expert boss is someone who understands the nature of the work. Giving autonomy to employees is a signal of trust, but it also hands over a certain amount of responsibility. If you have a boss who does not really understand your job, it is difficult for them to assess whether the job can be done with more autonomy and if so then how much. They will also struggle to tell from afar whether you are still coping, performing adequately, or heading for a crater in the ground. Greater autonomy needs to be matched with greater recognition. So, for example, if you have been given a substantial chunk of responsibility but you feel you are not being fairly remunerated for it, or given a promotion, then it becomes less appealing. Being self-employed, the ultimate in autonomy, is associated with relatively high job satisfaction, but is only for those who are not too risk-averse.

6. Opportunities for promotion – Positive

A key factor that my colleagues and I have found in our research is whether a boss can help an employee not only get the job done, but get it done better, so they can develop their career either through promotion or new opportunities. This is why everyone wants a line manager who is, professionally, a better version of themselves. They can help us improve our skills and experience and, ultimately, gain promotion, if that is what we want. Even if we don’t want to be promoted, staying interested and engaged with our work requires a sense of progress and development.

7. Doing work that is useful to society – Positive

Humans like to feel they are doing something useful. People may judge differently how useful others’ work is, but it is nevertheless a significant factor in job satisfaction. In surveys asking employees what they want from a job, a standard reply is ‘doing work that is useful to society’. Yet recent research has shown that approximately 8 per cent of workers perceive their job as socially useless, while another 17 per cent are doubtful about the usefulness of their job.17

8. The quality of relationships with peers at work – Positive

Relationships at work are important and good relations are often central to why we enjoy a particular job. How we get on with our boss is particularly crucial, as mentioned above, but so too are our relationships with our co-workers, and there is a clear connection between the two. Organizational leaders and line managers not only create strategy but also the quality of the culture of a business – including the kind of behaviours to be promoted or discouraged, the type of communication and quantity of it, and the level of openness and honesty. Leaders have to set the standards in all ways – both by example and by dealing with staff who are free riders, misbehaving, and negatively affecting other people’s work. This is one of the most significant ways that leaders shape the quality of relationships within a workplace. When staff see bad behaviour being ignored and good people being treated unfairly, they become resentful and withdraw, or at worst leave.

9. The length of working hours – Negative

In many parts of the workforce there is evidence that people are working longer hours, and this is reflected in the higher rates of stress and burnout being reported. Long hours are particularly hard on people who have jobs that are unrewarding, physically demanding, and highly regulated, such as call centre workers. Or where, for example, there has been a rise in bureaucracy that prevents workers focusing on what they consider to be their core competence, as has been the case with teachers and doctors, as we saw earlier. We are also less satisfied if our employer is inflexible and we are not allowed to work the hours we want or need to. The pandemic may have had a positive effect on the way we work, with firms now having a greater understanding of the importance of staff well-being, productivity, and flexible working. But it very much depends on the sector one works in.

10. Working in large workplaces – Negative

Small workplaces tend to be flatter hierarchically. They allow for more autonomy and give greater responsibility, which is often also more easily awarded as the lines of accountability are shorter. In a small workplace we can really see when people are putting in effort. Plus it is easier to have a sense of collegiality, because one is acquainted with a larger number of individuals in the workforce by virtue of it being more intimate. By contrast, the larger the place of work, the easier it is to feel like a cog in a machine and that one’s individuality and contribution is not recognized. Large workplaces may also offer less autonomy because by virtue of their size they require a more standardized organization and reporting structure.

11. Education level of the employee – Negative influence if income is held constant

Research has shown that there is a sting in the tail from being highly educated.18 Higher levels of education tend to make you expect more – more income, more fulfilment, more promotion – and can therefore be associated with reduced job satisfaction if expectations are not met. This is especially the case when people of equal income are examined in the data. If I have a degree from a top university, and I earn 45,000 dollars a year with no prospect of improving my earnings, I will feel dissatisfied. If I have no educational qualifications and I earn 45,000 dollars a year, I tend to be more satisfied.

12. Intrinsic danger and stress of the kind of work – Negative

For obvious reasons, there is a lot of evidence that people are less happy in dangerous and highly stressed workplaces, especially if they feel that their work is not sufficiently remunerated or recognized.

On the productivity effects of happiness

Instinctively, most of us might recognize that it is better for everyone concerned if employees feel content at work. But in addition to it being highly desirable, there is also a strong commercial incentive for leaders to know if their employees are happy or not. The well-being of workers has been demonstrated to greatly affect performance and productivity. There are at least two reasons for this.

The first is that unhappy workers quit. And people quitting their jobs is expensive in terms of time and money. Vacancies must be filled – with the attendant costly advertising and internal meetings, formal and informal interviews, and large amounts of HR administration. Those offered jobs can take time to accept, particularly if they are talented and have numerous offers. And in the meantime there are inevitable gaps left in the workforce, reducing outputs and increasing pressure on existing employees who must work harder. This, in itself, can create unhappiness among staff. Getting new employees onboard also requires induction time and effort and can unsettle others. Waves of dissatisfaction can result that escalate quickly and may not be initially obvious to managers but can be deeply disruptive. It becomes especially dangerous and self-fulfilling if bosses have not grasped why the quitters quit in the first place.

Moreover, it is possible for people to ‘quit’ before they actually leave the company. In other words, they can start to be resentful while they are still employees, and deliberately (sometimes even unconsciously) dial down their effort and commitment to the organization.19 They can also feign illness and invent excuses for being absent.20 Absenteeism can quickly become a difficult, and even contagious and widespread problem for workplaces.

The second reason is that happy employees are productive employees. As we discussed earlier, this might seem a matter of common sense but in the past some economists and businesspeople took the opposite standpoint, arguing that work was purely transactional – the exchange of labour for money – and happiness didn’t come into the equation.

While these issues have been debated for more than fifty years,21 common sense is now reinforced by a growing body of research showing that it pays to care about your employees’ well-being.22 First, satisfied workers are less likely to take a job with a competitor firm, and employers do not want lots of labour turnover, as we saw. Second, happy individuals are intrinsically more productive. One of the earliest randomized control trials in this research area showed that relatively small boosts in happiness went on, in a white-collar task, to produce 12 per cent extra in labour productivity. That effect also works in reverse: the study found that sadness, caused by illness in a person’s extended family, led to the person being less productive.23

Exactly how or why a person’s performance is improved by being happier is, paradoxically, not fully understood. One possible explanation for the happiness–performance link is that happier people may be more focused on their work and less distracted by deeper worries. They are more productive because they can keep concentrating on tasks in the workplace, rather than constantly thinking of their personal troubles and sadness.24 A study of farmers faced with financial troubles showed how worry can overwhelm people’s mental ‘bandwidth’.25 It is also known more generally that ‘a wandering mind is an unhappy mind’.26 An unhappy employee may also feel underappreciated and thus have little incentive to put extra effort or initiative into their work. For all these reasons a good boss will look the unhappiness of workers in the eye – and do something about it – if they can. Otherwise, their organization is likely to be confronted with high employee turnover, high absenteeism, low effort within the workplace, and resentful and poorly performing employees. If that goes on long enough, either bosses get the sack or the organization goes under.

Thanks to the research that is now being done, we know that greater happiness is directly linked to our individual performance and also to the quality of our outputs. Worker satisfaction is integral to organizational productivity and growth, whilst unhappy workers drive costs up. Gallup estimates that unhappy employees cost the United States between $450 and $550 billion annually through days off work, caused by physical and mental illness, and lower performance.

An expert line manager transforms

Having established the links between individual productivity and well-being, we need to go a step further and look at who is responsible for ensuring our well-being at work. Middle managers supervise the nuts and bolts of working life for most of us day to day and week to week. They control our jobs, put us up for promotion, allow flexible working, and consent to our vacations. They also bring either job satisfaction or despair. Make no mistake, organizational CEOs are responsible for who moves into important line management positions. But line managers keep the place functioning efficiently.

So how much of an expert do they need to be?

In our 2018 study of physicians in four countries – Switzerland, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Denmark – Agnes Bäker and I found the best line managers are not just able physicians, they are highly competent ones.27 These are the bosses who exhibit what the management literature calls ‘transformational leadership’ styles (instead of the transactional approach commonly adopted by generalists). Transformational leadership places emphasis on motivating followers through shared values to commit to common goals, communicating a clear and positive vision, empowering, encouraging, and developing staff, engaging in innovative thinking, and leading by example – all factors that predict higher workforce job satisfaction and staff retention. To be a transformational leader you really have to understand the jobs that people you manage perform.

To attract top talent to Stanford, Silicon Valley founder and engineer Frederick Terman raised academic salaries, offered generous research and student support with top facilities, and handed over control to faculty and away from administrators. But he also crafted a leadership style advocated by many today. Hewlett-Packard co-founder David Packard remembers how many of Terman’s practices were introduced into HP: the idea of ‘management by walking around’, encouraging managers to circulate and talk with employees to better understand people’s jobs and concerns, along with the concept of encouraging others, and not taking sole credit for your own successes. Terman was modest and had integrity.

We know from similar research that high job satisfaction influences the performance of doctors and nurses, and this has a direct effect on patient care. Emma Clarey is a highly trained intensive-care nurse and clinical researcher in London. She has observed good and bad nurse managers through the years. She noticed that those who were clinically competent made better line managers.


When I was team-leading, the first question staff or agency nurses would ask when we needed to fill extra shifts was ‘Who is in charge?’ If they perceived the nurse manager on clinical duty to be incompetent, they would decline to come in, and consequently we found ourselves with low staffing numbers.



As a practising senior nurse, Emma is


acutely aware of the impact my actions have on others, especially young nurses. Throughout my career I have observed that inefficient nurses make inefficient managers who produce inefficient teams. Micro-managers create distrusting teams with low morale who rarely take the initiative. Absent managers and bad communicators create unmotivated teams.28



The quality of a hospital rests upon the morale and productivity of those who work in it. Happy nurses, physiotherapists, and physicians are more likely to deliver happy and well patients.29 In health care as well as other settings, those who occupy middle management positions have the largest effect on employees’ attitudes.30 Job satisfaction not only reflects worker well-being and individual productivity, but also clinicians’ burnout rates and quits.31 Physicians who rate their manager’s clinical expertise as high, also rate their boss as being highly effective. Importantly for their own productivity and well-being, they tick high on their own job satisfaction, and report they are less likely to want to quit their job.32

ETC – empathy, trust, and credibility

Dr Ash Dwivedi completed his medical training in India and took his first executive position in a New Delhi hospital before moving to London. He has devoted his life both to transforming the health of his patients and transforming health-care systems. Dwivedi believes that to change and transform organizations it is essential that senior clinicians are a central part of the design and decision-making process, and ideally are leading it. Only they understand frontline staff. ‘I have witnessed management-led attempts to “impose” major structural changes on hospitals and in primary care, which left employees disengaged and angry.’33 He elaborates: ‘“ETC” sums up my experience of working with frontline professionals, managers and policy makers in health care. Empathy, for me, is the number one step when connecting with patients. It creates an inconspicuous complementary channel of communication between two people.’

Trust, Dwivedi says, is a second key ingredient to making any relationship work. ‘A recent poll showed again that doctors and nurses are the most trusted of all professionals in Britain. This really helps us with our clinical work.’

Credibility is his final component. ‘If those you want to engage do not view you as a credible advocate, they will switch off. Being credible is the starting point.’

Dwivedi recalls a hospital stroke unit that desperately needed a redesign. It was grappling with high patient demand but lacked sufficient inpatient beds. ‘The hospital’s management made several attempts to bring in changes that the doctors and nurses knew would not work mainly because of the clinical risks. This was not understood by the non-clinical managers.’ A well-respected stroke consultant in the unit put together a list of potential solutions that were eventually introduced successfully. ‘As a stroke specialist, these insights came from his knowledge and experience of the unit and its patients, and through corridor conversations with fellow clinicians, on ward rounds, and staff breaks.’

There are concerns today about stress and psychological ill-health in workplaces.34 Gallup reported that half of US employees say they have left a company at least once because of a bad boss.35 Generalist managers are more likely to move from company to company with no core expertise in a particular field, as raised in Chapter 1. If you’re managed by someone who doesn’t really understand the systems you are using or the day-to-day tasks necessary to get your job done, they might impose new and unnecessary procedures that will cause additional stress and unhappiness. Or they might struggle to understand how best to support you during a particularly challenging period.

Managers who know their business get listened to. A leader’s influence is extended if she or he has credibility. Their workers are happier and more productive. It’s quite simple, really.

How, then, should organizations identify and develop their expert leaders of the future?
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Spotting Expert Leadersi

I have been told more times than I can count that experts don’t make good leaders. That is usually followed by assertions that experts simply do not know enough about finance, or business, or anything else but their own, narrow area of expertise, to make good managers. If I had a penny for every time I heard that, as my granny used to say, I would be rich!

As this book shows, such claims are simply not true. The research that I and my fellow co-authors carried out reveals the opposite, and there is robust evidence across a wide range of industries and professions going back decades showing that when expert leaders take on management roles there can be enormous benefits. As we saw in the previous chapter, there is increased employee engagement and better outcomes, including higher job satisfaction and improved organizational performance. But it is not always easy. Experts need to be well prepared if they are to succeed.

Experts and professionals face unique challenges in pursuing the dual track of being both a specialist and a manager. Imagine you have defined yourself as a ‘techy’ or ‘legal advocate’, ‘chef’ or ‘editor’, for many years. With that identity has come membership of a tribe you have been a part of your whole career. Then, suddenly, you are no longer just part of the expert team. You have become a manager, a boss. You are now separated from former peers by the need to make decisions on their behalf and to liaise with senior management. This has a huge effect on your psychological sense of self. No wonder that going from expert to expert leader can be a disorienting and challenging experience.

Many individuals who have acquired significant technical expertise may also have legitimate concerns about whether a management role will mean that they will not only have to give up their professional identity but also shoulder additional burdensome administrative responsibilities, or even in rare cases be required to make a short-term financial sacrifice.

In this chapter and the next we look at how to avoid hiring and promoting the wrong people, how to spot potential leaders and diverse talent, and how to do succession planning. And we outline how best to develop expert leaders.1

The ‘golden era of management’ ends

Succession planning and talent management have changed significantly over the last fifty years. Companies traditionally hand-picked and nurtured future leaders over the long term. This still happens in top management and accounting firms such as McKinsey and Deloitte. Such companies tend only to promote from within and thus rely on their own internally acquired expertise – despite the fact that they sell the opposite story to the rest of the world and consistently recommend others to hire in from outside their organization, and to seek advice from externals like themselves. Indeed, notably, the major consulting firms seem not to preach what they themselves practise.

As technology accelerated innovation, and globalization affected all parts of the labour market, so companies became less secure about their future. This coincided with the period described by Kenneth and William Hopper in The Puritan Gift as the end of the ‘golden era of management’. A dramatic decline in the promotion of managers to the top from within was mirrored by an obsession with charismatic external CEO hires who were seen as necessary ‘change agents’.2 Hiring externally was not only happening at CEO level. Outside hires started to compete with internals for all management positions, and companies encouraged employees to take personal responsibility for their own career development.

The problem is that this created a sort of superficial democratization of leadership – ‘take a training course and you too can become a leader’ – without giving employees sufficient support to develop the skills they needed. It was all part of a shift towards generalism and generalists – the advent of peripatetic managers with generic business skills and degrees being promoted in a merry-go-round of management roles instead of knowledgeable executives being promoted from within the ranks. It became easier for generalists to move around, because they were not tied to a process of professional development that required constant technical learning to keep their skill sets up to date, and they could instead focus on becoming proficient in the latest leadership or management fad. This trend runs counter to one of the key arguments of this book: the best bosses are expert leaders, not generalists. Yet, to maintain their expert status, those individuals must be allowed time to continue honing their technical expertise in tandem with their leadership development.

When the wrong hat is thrown into the ring

One of the significant changes over the last few decades is the recognition that leaders need to have emotional intelligence. Such skills need partially to be taught – they are not instinctive, or rather instinct is not enough – and when properly developed they enhance not only the leader’s own career and ambitions but also benefit all those with whom they work.

For too long the hugely important role of emotion in the workplace was ignored. Now that it is being recognized, there is an awareness that all of us need to hold a mirror up to ourselves and our behaviours in the hope that greater self-awareness can lead to improvement. But for some, behaviour change may still be unlikely, and these are the people whom we should not be promoting into leadership roles. So we will explore next the crucial importance of identifying correctly who has leadership potential and who does not.

An influential study published in the Harvard Business Review found that most executives believe their organizations are bad at spotting and developing effective leaders.3 This might explain why one-third of management hires leave their new place of work within three years.4 Harvard Business School professor Boris Groysberg believes that this is because most hiring practices are ‘haphazard at best and ineffective at worst’.5

If anything in the following scenario sounds familiar, you are sadly not alone.

Your organization has no formal succession planning; instead talent spotting happens when a management position opens up, usually because someone has left.6 HR advertises the vacancy, a job description is recycled from the archives, and everyone waits for applications with curiosity, thinking: I wonder who will apply? There is no talent pool of potentially interesting and interested candidates who have been incentivized to throw their hat into the ring. Unsurprisingly, no top-performing internal experts apply, since they are way too focused on their day job, and have no interest in more meetings or admin.7 After all, no one goes to law school or teacher training to sit in meetings.

A hiring committee wades through the pool of applicants. The committee consists of an HR representative and someone from the department which is recruiting whose main concern may be that the new hire does not try to change too much in the department. High-flying applicants are often the most threatening, because they outshine the panel members, and if hired might suggest the level of productivity should be raised, meaning more work for everyone. In the screening process, they can be strategically dismissed as either overqualified or overconfident. Those who look most like the committee members are eventually shortlisted – unconscious bias in full flow – because diversity means dealing with the unknown and the potential for disruption.

When interviewing the shortlisted candidates, the committee members follow the standard protocol, ask the same set of generic questions, and if they are not bound to hire the most senior person, mull over their initial (gut) reactions, pondering which candidate would be the best fit – code for either are they one of us? or, which is the least likely to rock the boat?

Without a succession plan in place, which can ensure that the best core business experts are prepared through leadership development to be able to apply when management roles arise, who does show up for the job? Seven types of possible candidate are outlined in what follows. All of them present different problems as leaders.

1. The first is the generalist or career administrator, who is not a core business expert. He or she has not trained or practised in the area in which they will manage, but is a smooth communicator, well versed in general management principles, likeable, organized, and willing to do the work that the expert candidates (lawyers, doctors, IT specialists, designers) avoid. Some applicants have an MBA and they have learned how to ‘please’ in interviews.

Another key fact is worth remembering. In the modern world of organizational democracy, where people are meant to feel ‘included’ and ‘consulted’, many non-experts will sit on the panels that make hiring choices. Humans are attracted to people who look like themselves. Deep expertise is uncommon. So the sheer power of democratic decision-making can mean that experts are (wrongly) voted down as leaders by a gaggle of non-experts on a hiring panel.

If a generalist non-expert is selected, the department will tend to lack cohesion, and revert to siloed working, because the manager does not understand what they do. Quality will decline; bureaucracy may increase as metrics take the place of expert judgement acquired from having spent years in the trade.

2. A second possible candidate is the mediocre professional, who is unlikely to get promoted on core business performance alone because they are not that proficient; so, instead, they attempt to raise their status and pay by trying to get promoted into a management role. They do not mind foregoing practitioner time because they are not that committed anyway. Much time may have been spent fraternizing with senior managers in a bid to get noticed. If hired, business resumes as usual, although then there is rarely an inspiring vision or remarkable improvement, and the top performers will feel little allegiance to their new manager, and just want them to stay out of their way.

3. Another type, which Patty Fahy, MD, a leadership consultant and former health-care executive, has written and spoken extensively about, are narcissists. Dr Fahy says:


This could be a generalist too, like a certain former president or prime minister, an entitled individual driven to ascend to the top of the organization because they see themselves as special and, if only subconsciously, want the spotlight. They are the kind of person who tends to take a disagreement personally, and to have little empathy for others.



One point is especially relevant. Dr Fahy believes that ‘narcissists will wreak havoc when they are part of a team, but when they reach the upper echelons of leadership (which they very often do) they will destroy the organizational culture.’ She concedes that they can be bright, technically high-performing, and articulate. Therefore, dangerously, ‘selection committees and upper management often interpret their self-absorption to be an appealing self-confidence’ and, she adds, ‘They are masters of the “kiss up, kick down” rule. Once they are ensconced in a leadership role, their unfortunate direct reports discover every move is self-serving, blame always belongs elsewhere, and the rules do not apply to them.’ Narcissists are agreeable only to those who can advance their agenda – wherever those people are.8

4. Fourth on the list is the overconfident under-experienced professional on the rise. They may have proved themselves, for example as teachers or engineers, but they lack the management experience necessary for a higher role. If hired, they can burn out or fail within the first six months, and may be reluctant to ever consider another run at management again – and indeed their failure may have been so spectacular no one else is willing to take a chance on them.

5. Next is the veteran candidate, who sees such a role as providing a summation or a fitting end to their career. The veteran may well have been a high-performer some time ago, but has not been professionally active for a while and has failed to maintain their core business credibility. As a result, the experts and professionals they manage view them as out of touch with the latest thinking in the field, and even though they may have lots of experience to offer, the team lacks confidence that the veteran leader can help them develop or innovate. Frustrated by what they perceive to be a lack of originality or willingness to do things differently, the young high-performers in the team can start to look for jobs elsewhere. Creativity stagnates.

6. Sixth is the ‘buddy’ or protégé of someone with power, who has been given the job as a result of favouritism or nepotism. Such appointees are expected to pursue the interests and wishes of whoever has given them the job and are rarely judged by their bosses on the basis of actual competence or performance but on the basis of loyalty and malleability. In turn, the people who work for them are generally divided between those who are loyal to the leader and those who are not. Not surprisingly, outcomes and quality suffer, infighting occurs, and top performers get fed up and start to quit.

7. Finally, there is the outsider, an externally hired candidate, who may be professionally qualified but who lacks understanding of the organizational culture and the sensitivity required to represent staff and resonate with clients. This person may even be an outstanding expert, someone it is deemed necessary to bring in because organizational performance has declined – so the bar needs to be raised and no one within the organization is able to do it. If they work hard to understand the people and culture, and if they surround themselves with the talent inside the department, then standards can and should, given enough time, rise. Yet there are risks. If the person neglects to foster the relationships and do the trust-building required, and is insensitive or fails to reflect on what they as an incomer do not know, then the first year can be one of blunders and new initiatives that existing staff do not support. The second year might improve, perhaps through lessons learned the hard way. However, to make all this work requires a degree of self-awareness and humility that few humans possess. While the outsider has a tough hill to climb, some of the key staff will be reluctant to wait around to see if they make it.

A culture of second best

We have described the types of candidate that are best avoided or can be problematic when promoted into leadership roles, but do individual appointments really matter as long as the organizational structure and culture are strong? Dr Michael Gardam, former chief executive officer of Health PEI for Prince Edward Island, a small province just off Canada’s Atlantic coast, believes that


Nobody’s perfect and everyone needs to develop, but people who are deficient in key areas should not advance into leadership roles. I’ve worked with senior leaders who have had amazing strengths… but [also] shocking weaknesses and are terrible leaders mainly because of their poor emotional intelligence, inability to see how their actions are perceived by others and they don’t listen to anyone! They’re often raging workaholics, which helps them get a lot done, but by bulldozing through it. Long-term, they damage the potential of their organization, and a frightening number of talented people leave, because they create a toxic culture. 9



Dr Patty Fahy agrees, and explains how this can have a negative impact in the health-care system. For example: ‘if the work environment is toxic or the health system leaders prioritize profits over patients – then the most esteemed physicians will eschew leadership roles, because they will not compromise their professional values.’ And, as she points out, ‘the best of the best don’t need to compromise because they have options’.10

Additionally, where there is minimal investment in leadership development, this signals that a physician’s value is as a revenue generator, not a leader. ‘This is especially noticeable’, continues Fahy, ‘when compared with the development opportunities offered to non-physician counterparts.’

Promoting the wrong people will also lead to a culture of second best. Or worse. A workplace that becomes dysfunctional disengages and ultimately depletes its pool of talented individuals. Brilliant people can easily find other work. Plodders find it harder.

The executive partners at one of the Big Four discovered that their traditional talent-spotting approach had left them with a group of managers who were mainly white, male, and aggressive workaholics driven by financial incentives. Their talented millennials had fled the firm – interested in greater work–life balance, more diversity, a less macho culture, and an empathetic work environment.11 Today, that organization tries to ensure that managers and directors have the frameworks, tools, and training to be able to identify and measure all potential and recommend different career pathways.

Getting it wrong has serious consequences. In one major hospital system, physicians were line-managed by nurses. It seems unlikely that anyone who had any understanding of the health-care system would think such an arrangement could work. Not only do physicians have many more years of training and different expertise from nurses, but crucially physicians have the ultimate legal responsibility for patients. In one hospital system that failed to see this, many of the nurse-managers lacked the necessary knowledge to assess doctors’ medical competence or understand their training needs. The result: a high turnover of physicians. As one doctor complained,


Nurse managers took the autonomy away from doctors by micromanaging the allocation of clinical tasks, because they didn’t really understand what we do. This led to a chaotic work environment. Overall, doctors were disappointed by the lack of learning opportunities and concerned for the quality of patient care.12



Getting beyond the diversity déjà vu

While appointing the wrong candidate to a leadership role can have serious consequences for an organization, another fundamental issue which needs to be considered when hiring is diversity. You may have become bored reading headlines that continually lament the absence of diversity at the head of organizations. The problem is that the persistent lack of diversity at the top is not only inequitable, it is also inefficient. Apart from underqualified white guys, everyone is losing out.

There are two things that should be considered at the outset for the successful inclusion of diverse candidates. First, they must be core business experts, who are credible and have the expertise and experience to succeed. This is crucial. Placing someone in a role merely to signal an organization is ticking the diversity box can cause more harm than good, for the individual, the organization, and the diversity movement. A form of this is when women or ethnically diverse candidates are handed a poisoned chalice – the so-called glass cliff phenomenon – by being given a leadership role when the risk of failure, due to economic or company downturns, is most likely.

Second, to ensure the individuals succeed in their leadership role, ample support and development must be available. But we also need to recruit differently. Conventional selection and promotion practices assume that the ‘best people will reach the top’. Yet many good candidates are often unwilling to throw their hat into the ring. Years of overt and covert discrimination can predispose women and minority candidates, for instance, to be psychologically wary of entering competitions, and more likely to suffer psychologically from failure or rejection.13 The willingness to compete for management and leadership roles requires self-confidence, and a belief that one has a real chance in a system that is both fair and meritocratic.

On the demand side, recruiters are prone to biases and other irrationalities. Evidence from neuroscience shows that stereotype associations, which influence behaviour through unconscious biases, are hard to control. When candidates differ greatly in their characteristics, they are more difficult to compare. Research suggests that evaluations are then more likely to be implicitly influenced by prejudices, stereotypes, and in-group favouritism. So, although employers are eager to select diverse candidates, they often fail to do so.14

Some of the solutions that address the supply side, that is, which focus on encouraging more diverse candidates to put themselves forward, try to ‘fix the woman’. The female candidate is encouraged to ‘lean in’ or ‘ask more’. This implies that women are where they are due to lack of ambition, when in fact the evidence shows that women have been asking for higher pay and promotions for a long time, but just not getting them.15 This is an insidious form of blaming the discriminated-against group or individual rather than looking at where the institutional discrimination comes from. Relatedly, and possibly the most ubiquitous form of bias, is homophily – selecting in your own image (mentioned in the recruitment scenario earlier) which is often practised by people who are totally unaware of what they are doing. This tendency to be attracted to versions of oneself is evident on hiring panels, across management activities, and in many social settings.

Populating middle-management with diverse expert talent is essential, because if it is not in the middle, diversity will never reach the top. Homogeneity harms organizations in many ways. Scott Page, a distinguished professor at the University of Michigan, has shown that there is an inclusion and ‘diversity bonus’ from heterogeneous teams. He found that problem solving is improved, innovation increased, adaptation made easier, and predictions are more accurate, all of which, he argues, leads to better performance and results.16

A recent study on gender pay found that the wage gap starts to close when the share of female managers in the workplace rises.17 This happens, the authors found, because women’s wages are more likely to go up under a female boss, while men’s decline or flatten. Interestingly, the authors reveal that ‘this is more pronounced when employees are paid for performance, consistent with the proposition that women are more likely to be paid equitably when managers have discretion in the way they reward performance, and those managers are women.’ This suggests the need to spot and incentivize more women and diverse candidates into management.

Importantly, if we don’t see anyone ahead who looks like us, we are unlikely to join the leadership track. This point was made by the historian and broadcaster David Olusoga in his keynote lecture at the Edinburgh Television Festival.18 In discussing his previous experience at the BBC when he was a young journalist, Olusoga explained that although some efforts had been made to recruit diverse talent into the broadcaster in the early 1990s, most of those hired had not been retained. The new generation had been welcomed into the BBC, but then dumped, with careers leading nowhere. The absence of Black people in senior positions had left Olusoga feeling isolated and disempowered. This ultimately led Marvin Rees, current mayor of the English city of Bristol who started out as a BBC journalist, to quit and became a politician. Olusoga believes that the media may not have lost a generation of Black talent if someone like himself ‘might have been there, or on the end of the phone, as a senior colleague, to give advice’.

What Olusoga was referring to is the informal learning and development that has to underpin an effective desire to recruit, retain, and promote diverse expert talent. Aware of its earlier failures, the BBC recently launched its most ambitious diversity strategy yet,19 which, importantly, places most emphasis on how to develop and nurture diverse talent into management positions. It has committed to expanding its pool of diverse senior leaders and supporting their development through networking and providing role models, flexible working, and mentoring, executive coaching, and action learning (a form of group coaching that will be discussed in Chapter 8) – precisely the kind of initiatives that Olusoga was calling for.

Over the past few years the UK Financial Times newspaper has also altered its approach to the recruitment and development of diverse candidates. Isabel Berwick, work and careers editor at the FT, has been involved in the changes. As she explains, an issue for the newspaper had been a scarcity of diversity, particularly in areas of class, ethnicity, and disability, among the senior leadership:


But we have a number of new schemes at the FT that go to the heart of the issues raised by David Olusoga. We have created mechanisms that help employees to be seen and heard by more senior experts within the organization. For example, we have introduced reverse mentoring, and we have a ‘next generation board’ that shadows our Executive Board, which has led to a cross-fertilization of ideas and advice between the two. All sorts of new ideas have emerged, for example, employee listening posts, and a peer mentoring scheme. 20



Samira Chowdhury21 has worked in insurance for twenty years. She is currently the HR director of an international insurer and reinsurer based in London. The firm have introduced a performance management strategy that encourages leaders to give continuous feedback. It is tailored to the individual, a process far removed from the box-ticking approach followed by many. Chowdhury says: ‘We take a many-sizes-fit-all approach to career progression and development. Performance management is based on technical expertise and whether a candidate expresses the values held by the firm – such as “enjoying being different”, “inspired by opportunity” and “determined to improve”.’ In insurance, leaders must have technical knowledge. Importantly, all the senior executives have domain expertise.

Charisse Jimenez, in charge of Physician Leadership Development at Texas Health Resources, has discovered something very interesting. She has put nearly 300 physicians through her leadership programme. Notably, over 50 per cent were nominated by their peers instead of their managers. Jimenez believes that the process of peer nomination has greatly increased diversity – in ethnicity, sex, age, experience, specialty, gender orientation, and more. ‘I believe it eliminates some of the bias executives may have simply due to their limited spheres of observing physicians practising on the front line.’ This method of selecting for development programmes could be easily applied in all workplaces.

Taking the horse to water – motivating experts to become leaders

In order to ensure that they choose the right people from a diverse pool of candidates, world-leading organizations develop systematic talent identification and management strategies as an integral part of their organizational strategy. Dr Verna Yiu, President and CEO of Alberta Health Services, Canada’s largest health-care organization, describes her leadership journey. As a young paediatric nephrologist, she was focused on refining her clinical practice and had no grand leadership ambitions. One day, a senior leader tapped her on the shoulder and suggested that she had leadership potential. Yiu reflects, ‘I didn’t think of myself as a leader, but the seed was planted and it started to germinate.’ In her many executive roles, she has had the opportunity to tap others on the shoulder, to let them know they are being considered for leadership and an interesting future of possibilities. Then, Yiu says, you observe how they respond.

What does she look for in promising future leaders?


For medical leaders, being an exceptional clinician is a given, along with the ability to consolidate information and communicate it effectively and succinctly, to work well with others, to make things happen, while having humility, empathy, humour, and kindness, and, of course, excellent leadership skills.



Yiu believes that getting to know people is key to talent management, because you also have to know whose shoulders not to tap. Endorsing the wrong person can badly hurt the reputation of those doing the promoting. Yiu says that the biggest mistake people make in hiring and promoting is


not doing the homework and skipping over steps that are important. There are lots of charmers who are great at impressing supervisors but are horrible at managing others and being team members. Full 360-degree confidential reference checks are crucial, along with introducing candidates to the teams they would be working with, and getting their feedback, which also contributes to earning their buy-in.



Experts are inherently drawn to the acquisition of knowledge. That is why and how they became an expert in the first place. The compelling issue for organizations who want to harness the dual skills of expertise and leadership is how to attract such people into these positions.22 As we discussed at the beginning of the chapter, these people have trained in their specialism for years, crafted their trade, and adopted an identity as a design engineer, advertising creative, or social worker, which they are often reluctant to give up. Therefore organizations must adopt a strategy tailored to their specific needs and concerns, and consider, for optimal outcomes, what would motivate a potential expert leader to make this move? Despite this logic, how many of us have ever been asked, on annual staff surveys, the simple question: what would motivate you to take a management role?

We did just that in a survey of physicians in Denmark.23 My colleagues and I asked: would doctors be willing to lead and, if so, what might motivate them to do so? We discovered things that will likely apply to most experts, from lawyers to helicopter pilots. First, respondents said they would step forward if they could make a positive impact and explicitly ‘make a difference’. Second, if their pay was increased – because it is necessary to remunerate people more to persuade them to step away from their first love, especially when walking away means the loss of technical hours and accrued expertise that raise a physician’s fees. Third, the physicians recognized that they needed to be trained in leadership and management, and wanted to be given enough time to do the necessary personal development work.

What were the perceived disincentives associated with taking a job in management? Losing time for medical practice and research, and instead spending hours on meetings and administration (which, these days, has become overwhelming in many organizations). Respondents also felt frustrated by the siloed nature of health care. They perceived a lack of leadership training opportunities, and of space to develop leadership skills. Not having the resources to be able to make that all-important ‘difference’ is also an issue; and finally, a rise in work pressure tied to the inevitable fear of burnout, which is a huge problem in health care everywhere. The issues outlined by physicians in our survey are common to many occupations.

Professionals – whether they be landscape architects, solicitors, or chefs – identify strongly with their professional roles. That is how they describe themselves to others and present themselves to the world – and they also feel happiest, and safest, with others in their own tribe who think as they do. Why would they want to lose this association and identity, to move from team player and one of us, to one of them, the managers? The answer lies with incentives. While those who are intrinsically motivated by their work are less concerned about extrinsic factors such as cash, it is important to feel that one’s skills and experience are formally recognized, and one of the problems with core business experts moving into management is often the lack of adequate compensation for the extra work. Counter-intuitively, many physicians are expected to actually take a pay cut when they take on a leadership role.

A person’s internal psychology also matters. The need for experts to identify psychologically as leaders is, as we found in our research, a significant factor. It influences how they perform as a manager, and how those who work with them feel. We discovered that employee job satisfaction and retention were higher among those people whose line managers were both outstanding experts and also identified with their new identity of leader – in other words, those bosses who were happy in their new managerial skin. Taking on the mantle and identity of a boss is part of taking responsibility when power is offered. It also signals to other potential expert leaders that it is okay to classify yourself in this way.24

But a word of warning – as those who become leaders go upwards, ties with their expert colleagues become looser, and the sense of their own professional identity weakens, while their leadership identity strengthens. Having started out as a standard-bearer for the core business employees, they are now expected to act on behalf of all units and departments. Hard as it might be, the expert CEO is obliged to master the difficult balance of being a leader for all while at the same time continuing to focus strategy around the core functions.

Let me be clear: there are many who think that when someone, particularly an expert, becomes a senior executive or CEO, they must think equally about every part of the organization. Of course they must consider the well-being of all employees, but ultimately expert leaders have to prioritize the core business workers and departments, even though many non-experts will try to divert them from this approach. The expert leader may also feel uncomfortable if the expertise they represent is deemed more important than others’ knowledge, and may therefore try to water it down or distance themselves from the original tribe. The desire to be a CEO whom everyone loves is strong. But it should be kept for a Walt Disney movie, not real life. It is not possible to please all the people all the time.

To encourage expert leaders into management requires a clear, incentivized, attractive pathway that also offers flexibility. As suggested, people’s identity is primarily shaped by what they do. It requires what the literature calls a dual identity to see oneself as both expert and manager – and to feel okay about that. Sitting comfortably within this middle ground is difficult and takes time to adjust to. Who am I now? What will my colleagues think? And so on.

For this reason, organizations should make it possible for core business experts to continue to perform their primary role and maintain their technical identity for as long as is necessary for them to adjust to their new management role. And of course allowing them to keep their hand in has benefits, because it maintains their credibility. Inevitably, over time, as the vision broadens and the executive takes on extra responsibility, the more removed they are going to be from frontline tasks. However, if they are experts, and able to self-reflect, they will know when the time is ripe to step back and hand the baton on to the next generation.25

Who should drink the water?

In the military, soldiers have to learn how to command as well as fight. Consider Britain’s elite Sandhurst military academy. During the first fourteen weeks of its ten-month officer training programme an officer cadet is charged with leading a series of combat simulations. These exercises take place in safe and controlled environments, but they are physically and emotionally exhausting. They require cadets to perform efficiently on minimal sleep while facing realistic wartime challenges. After each exercise, the cadets evaluate their own performance. That is followed by an assessment by senior officers and fellow cadets. The evaluation criteria for these After Action Reviews (AARs) are based on the military’s six core values – courage, discipline, respect for others, integrity, loyalty, and selfless commitment – as well as on established performance standards. Because combat leadership is about dealing with life and death situations, feedback is candid and stringent and performance at the highest level is expected.26

There are lessons for other industries from this approach. Indeed, the concept of leadership and its development began in the armed forces.

In the United States, the professionalization of the armed forces was set off by the Civil War of 1861–5, with the upgrade of weapons and capacity to kill on a scale previously unknown.27 Rakesh Khurana notes in his book, From Higher Aims to Hired Hands, ‘chivalric conceptions of the soldier’s calling, and the nation’s military academies shifted their focus away from producing heroic leaders and to the education of military “managers”, often trained as engineers.’28 The military changed its perception of leadership and notably it tailored its management and leadership development around the wider needs of the armed forces.

Selection through ‘theatres of observation’, as is so often used in the military, creates environments for individuals to be observed and coached while performing their actual job. These kinds of settings provide a forum for assessing emerging leaders in a way that is not reflected on a resumé, such as accountability, collaborative acumen, and self-awareness.

Major General Marc Bilodeau, MD, surgeon general of the Canadian Armed Forces, explains that in the Canadian military,


talent management and succession planning are systematic, proactive, continuous processes. The goals are to maintain an action-ready talent pool, to ensure that the best leaders are promoted, and to orchestrate the optimal alignment between the leaders’ capacities based on their competencies, and past experiences, and the roles to which they are assigned.



Each year, all members of the Canadian military are assessed by their supervisors in terms of their performance and their potential for leadership progression.

Officers being promoted to the rank of brigadier general or higher also undergo 360-degree assessments prior to being promoted. Those assessments offer a fuller picture of individuals’ professional conduct and can identify blind spots that would potentially affect their ability to lead in a reliable way at higher levels. Supervisor assessments are intense. They allow selection board members to observe how high-potential cadets perform in different circumstances, which in turn aids succession planning. Importantly, the military recognizes that their best experts need to be involved in appraisals, since experts are more likely to pick up signs of weak or outstanding performance.

Although the military provides a very specific context for this kind of recruitment and development, such approaches can be successfully applied in other settings that require a high level of performance coupled with an extreme level of responsibility. Lynn Myers is the chief medical and quality officer at Texas Health Physicians Group in Dallas, Texas. The group includes over 600 physicians and 475 physician assistants and nurse practitioners in 200 plus hospitals and clinics. Dr Myers organizes regular networking events prior to meetings, as a kind of theatre of observation. As the event kicks off, she walks around mingling with physicians so she can observe them. She recalls noticing the behaviour of one person in particular. He was vocal in expressing his appreciation of her attention; he leaned into the conversation and almost seemed to soak up her words. His posture was open, his eye contact intentional, his response to her sincere, and he offered to help should the need ever arise. He was confident, she noticed, so she was curious about what level of expertise he truly had. Dr Myers then recalled, years before, having visited his clinic and being stunned at the technical sophistication of the man’s operations. So it seemed possible that his aptitude matched his seeming confidence. Two years after their first meet-and-greet, she hired him as medical director, and today is pleased with his managerial progress and development.

Charisse Jimenez, who has been training physicians in leadership for over twenty-five years, works with Dr Myers. She says: ‘These cues or behaviours may not seem like anything profound, but they are a signal of potential, and what we use to spot candidates nominated onto our physicians lead programme.’ Jimenez suggests criteria such as


exhibiting interest, or already serving, in a leadership capacity at any level, small or large; frequently asking, how can I help to make this better?, and being willing to or contributing to an improvement effort; appears to have good ideas, is innovative, may act as a change agent, and importantly, is able to influence others.



There are many ways that leadership opportunities can be used to test the capability of top performers. Employees can be asked to manage projects from conception to completion, to supervise others directly, and to work across different divisions of an organization. Delivering strong outcomes in these stretch roles can also strengthen their expert leader identity. Candidates earmarked for C-suite roles should also be involved in committees that inform decisions about strategy and finance, and be put on hiring panels.

It is a cliché to say that organizations are only as good as their people, but the best companies are aware of their reliance on expert talent – as I will discuss in Chapter 8. These are the workplaces that make you feel genuinely valued because they recognize that they are lucky to have you, not the other way around. When such workplaces encounter outstanding talent, they are not fazed if there is no vacancy available at that time. Instead, they find creative ways to engage and retain a brilliant person. Their leaders and managers are active, at all levels, in spotting, developing, and supporting top performers from the moment of recruitment throughout their career. They stay close to their best employees and work to keep them. This is not entirely altruistic: staff churn is expensive and also destabilizing.

Talent spotting, hiring talent, and HR

At Sandhurst, the best soldiers train and evaluate the best soldiers. The ideal candidates to be able to judge talent are those who have achieved a world-class standard themselves. Top performers know what great looks like. As covered in Chapter 3, our study of NBA basketball teams shows that coaches who had been all-star players, such as Bill Russell, or had long playing careers in the NBA, like Phil Jackson, typically become the most successful coaches.

Core business experts – top designers, actuaries, fund managers – should thus be involved alongside HR professionals in the selection of new recruits and in deciding on promotions, as well as in performance reviews and evaluations. This facilitates a better fit and maintains quality, but it often feels like human resource functions sit miles away from the technical talent they are trying to recruit and develop. Can HR really understand them?

Anthony ‘Mac’ McKeever is an NHS CEO29 and turnaround specialist. He has worked for more than twenty-five years helping boards to deliver reform and better results in health care. He is a passionate advocate of expert clinical leadership, partly because ‘professionals who can align their own clinical vision and strategy with that of an organization, improve things for patients and taxpayers’. McKeever gets frustrated about the siloed nature of HR and clinical expertise in the NHS, which he sees as detrimental to successful health care:


HR isn’t as radical as it could be. It would work much better if HR were mandated to work with clinicians. Staffing requirements could then be shaped by experience and expertise, so that clinicians can exercise control over the lion’s share of resources. This means that HR would put their trust in clinical experts to reorganize their own departments to make them work better.



He gives an example:


I visited one hospital where the surgeons’ operating routines did not dovetail with those of the recovery nurses who work alongside them in the same theatres. This was because HR had determined the nurses’ rotas. Staff need to be flexible and be available when patients actually come through the door, but HR were concerned not to break union agreements. If this is how key staff want to work, then change the agreements.



McKeever would like to see HR work closely with clinicians to develop workforce plans that give power, resources, and responsibility for planning to people on the frontline who can use it to best effect. ‘Why don’t specialist functions like HR and clinicians work more closely together? Because the organisational set-up doesn’t always encourage it.’

The private sector has been quicker to realize the importance of bringing HR and organizational development personnel closer to employees in core business functions. When this alignment happens it has a direct, positive, and significant effect on organizational performance.30 This joined-up approach ensures that the most talented are recognized and developed.

Dr Patty Fahy, the leadership consultant mentioned earlier, was given a strategic HR role after she joined the executive team of a large medical group. She was asked to lead a mission to improve culture and increase engagement among a group of about 600 physicians.


It didn’t occur to me to include ‘performance management’ as a central element of my HR strategy. But it became clear very quickly that a lack of clarity and accountability was a huge contributor to the poor morale. So performance management is not just about highlighting areas for improvement and development; the urgency comes from the wide-ranging impact that incompetence or toxic behaviour has on the organization.



Dr Fahy and her team launched a tiered approach to physician leadership programmes that included modules on performance management. Increasingly, the local department chiefs took on the bulk of the disciplinary issues. They consulted her only as needed. She states that she considered orientation to be the first step of leadership development and she invited every new physician to a three-day ‘Introduction to Management’ course. In that course, physicians learned about recruiting and selection, performance management, labour relations, and how to run meetings. This type of education paid great dividends because formal physician leaders, the chiefs and department heads, now had other physicians in their group who had some understanding of management issues.

Fahy believes it is critical to do performance management as early as possible:


Ideally we don’t bring a low performer or someone with narcissistic traits into the organization. But if we do make a hiring mistake, we have to address it before they drive away high-performers or – heaven forbid – before they find a way into a leadership role. Physician leaders, and other experts in the core business, can do this work because they have credibility with their peers and their teams. And they understand the enormous costs of staff unhappiness and low physician morale that can arise if performance management isn’t done. I think physician leadership pays enormous dividends in terms of organizational culture and ultimately the performance of the entire organization.



Many HR departments use ‘capability frameworks’, which define the competencies, capacities, or skills necessary for employees to perform different roles or functions. Our research suggests that organizations should modify their existing frameworks to infuse them with expertise, articulating a set of key domain capabilities that expert leaders must demonstrate to execute their roles at various stages of their careers. HR can then use their Expert Leaders Capability Frameworks as guides for creating or revising job descriptions, performance evaluations, interview questions and hiring and promotion criteria, staff development plans, and internal development programme design priorities. However, as Anthony McKeever said, organizations need to develop structures and systems which are expert-friendly and allow experts to do selection and performance management.

I have argued in this chapter that if experts take on management roles then there can be enormous benefits to the success of organizations and the well-being of workers. However, specialists need to be encouraged and motivated to go into leadership. They need to be confident that they will be developed and supported in the transition from expert to leader while being assured that they will be able to make tangible differences for the benefit of their teams, organizations, and stakeholders. Organizations also have to be adept at spotting and hiring the right people. They need to be mindful of the disruptive lure of homophily, of any lack of diversity, of the weaknesses of charismatic and narcissistic charmers, and of inadequate recruitment procedures. But that is not easy. Organizations should focus on the skills, behaviours, and inherent talent of their home-grown experts – while integrating HR with expert-led specialist departments to ensure that the right people are noticed and encouraged.

Let us now look at exactly how to help brilliant technical experts develop into outstanding expert leaders.

Footnote

i This chapter has greatly benefited from the input of Natasha Maw, Dr Jaason Geerts, and Patty Fahy, MD.
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Developing Experts into Leadersi

Anders Ericsson was described as the ‘expert on experts’. He was a Swedish scholar who spent his career trying to understand how the best experts develop their skills.1 His first famous study ‘The Role of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance’, published in 1993, argued: ‘Many characteristics once believed to reflect innate talent are actually the result of intense practice extended for a minimum of 10 years.’2 In this article, Ericsson and his colleagues examined violinists at the Academy of Music in Berlin. The authors discovered that those who went on to become violin teachers put in around 4,000 hours of practice, whereas very good violinists put in 8,000, and the really elite performers clocked up more than 10,000 hours. This is where Malcolm Gladwell’s so-called 10,000-hour rule as described in Outliers came from, although Ericsson viewed it as an oversimplification of his work.3

Ericsson went on to scrutinize the lives of chess masters, basketball players, ballerinas, surgeons, and runners. In all of these different areas of expertise, he showed that deliberate practice was a necessary component but that, unsurprisingly, natural ability also played a central role. Subsequently, researchers like Fredrik Ullen, Zachary Hambrick and Miriam Mosing have argued that peak performance is more likely due to innate talent and intelligence than practice.4 Whichever direction causality goes – that is, the most talented are the most motivated because they have the greatest chance of success, or the most motivated become the most talented because of their hard work – Ericsson’s ‘deliberate practice’, involving immediate feedback, clear goals, and focus on technique, is a necessary part of rising to the highest skill levels in whatever the field.

As an approximation, it is the best 10 to 20 per cent of performers who should make up the pool of suitable candidates for senior leadership roles. Their talent and experience ensures that the putative leader can set the benchmark for what needs to be achieved, can mentor others, and can give strategic direction (as outlined in Chapter 3).

As the above suggests, experts have a very particular set of qualities. These enable them to drill deeply within a relatively narrow field of knowledge: the qualities include tenacity, commitment, self-belief, focus. The downside of this may be the presence of hubris; they have excelled in one area, therefore they may assume that they are pretty good at everything else. This could lead to a certain level of arrogance, or, if one is being kinder, a lack of self-awareness about their own skills and competencies outside their area of expertise. That gap in perception can be particularly obvious in their dealings with others.

As a manager this is a serious problem and can undermine a leader’s credibility. Experts can be overly confident and sometimes even psychologically inept with other human beings.

Charisse Jimenez, from Texas Health Resources, told us she finds it


interesting that the very qualities that draw attention to potential leaders can also cause their demise. Passion, commitment, and deep expertise can cross over into speaking up too much, or with arrogance, or at the wrong time. Also, there is a capability gap between the capacity to present intelligent insight or ideas and turning those into results. This type of development occurs through coaching or supporting relationships.



Those difficult conversations

Another issue that we have identified in the leadership training we have done with doctors is that they tend to be good at difficult conversations only if the topic relates to their field. They are routinely less comfortable if the topic is outside that area of expertise. Doctors can inform patients about life-threatening health conditions and advise them on their options. Likewise, lawyers are happy to give their clients a realistic analysis of their prospects of winning or losing a legal battle. In both cases the information that is being shared is grounded in experience, previous precedent, the letter of the law, or in science.

But ask an expert to have an emotive conversation with a problematic work colleague, and many will do their utmost to avoid tackling the issues. They will beat about the bush to avoid a direct confrontation – with the result that the problematic behaviour is not addressed. That can affect the whole team and lead to the most brilliant members of a work group leaving. It is also not uncommon for an unscrupulous person who is behaving badly to recognize that others are keen to avoid direct conflict and to use that to their own advantage. They will threaten to make a complaint to HR before their work colleagues or managers can, in a bid to shut them up. Senior managers and colleagues alike may fear that it will be a negative mark on their record, thereby impeding their chances of promotion – not to mention the time and energy taken up by dealing with the complaint procedures and subsequent investigations. In this way, the disruptive staff member may effectively ensure they are never challenged, with dire consequences for everyone involved, and especially the success of the business.

It is therefore essential that expert leaders are capable of having difficult conversations. That usually means having them with difficult people. It is our collective responsibility to call out bad behaviour, and expert leaders need to understand and deploy the skills and capabilities necessary to do so.

Becoming emotionally intelligent

James Stoller, MD, chair of the Education Institute at the Cleveland Clinic, believes that expert leaders have to excel in areas such as sensitivity to others’ feelings, willingness to listen, emotional intelligence, ability to work with diverse people, and understanding the motivations of other employees, which requires an ongoing, collaborative process of feedback and dialogue with regular performance management touchpoints. Stoller, who is also an organizational development scholar, has spent years training physicians to be leaders. He strongly believes that ‘emotional intelligence is a core competency for health-care leaders. Ample evidence and experience demonstrate that self-awareness, to deeply listen, to be socially aware, and to manage relationships are absolutely critical for a leader’s success.’5

Emotional intelligence is ‘the ability to process information about your own emotions and other people’s. It’s also the ability to use this information to guide your thoughts and behavior.’6 Daniel Goleman popularized the term in his book Emotional Intelligence – Why It Can Matter More Than IQ.7 He later illuminated the importance of EI to leadership, demonstrating that the best leaders use self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills to maximize not only their own performance but that of their followers.8

A recent act, in June 2020, of truth-telling and empathy – both essential components of emotional intelligence – was witnessed when the most senior enlisted member of the US Air Force, Kaleth Wright, asked a question on Twitter: ‘Who am I?’

His response went viral and pushed Air Force leaders into responding to the latest act of police brutality – an act they had been slow to comment on. ‘I am a Black man,’ said Wright, ‘who happens to be the Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force. I am George Floyd… I am Philando Castile, I am Michael Brown, I am Alton Sterling, I am Tamir Rice,’ all the names of Black men killed by police officers.9 This was the first time that a senior leader in the Defense Department had spoken publicly about the death of George Floyd.

The need to demonstrate emotional intelligence (EI) as a key leadership competency, and speaking the truth is being more widely called for in military circles (as well as in many businesses). There is also greater awareness of the need to manage and reduce the number of toxic leaders – defined as those ‘who embody dysfunctional characteristics, exhibit destructive behavior and so generate a poisonous effect on the organizations and individuals they lead’.10

In 2010, then Brigadier General Pete Bayer asked anthropologist and psychologist Dave Matsuda to advise US commanders on why thirty soldiers in Iraq had committed or attempted suicide in just one year. ‘Whenever a soldier committed suicide,’ Bayer said, ‘a team of Army investigators would essentially ask the same questions: What was wrong with the individual soldier?’ A troubled childhood, mental health problems, the end of a relationship, or debts? Bayer reported that the answer was often yes, but he also recognized that something else was going on, and sure enough there was more. Matsuda uncovered that personal problems were evident but that ‘the victims also had a leader who made their lives hell – sometimes a couple of leaders’,11 and this is what made the life-or-death difference. Toxic leadership was also blamed for the high number of sexual assaults in the military.

In 2009 the Center for Army Leadership at Fort Leavenworth in Kansas surveyed 22,000 troops to try to assess the quality of its commanders. Although many received high ratings, an astonishing 20 per cent of soldiers reported that they had toxic leaders. In 2012 the army articulated clearly in its Army Doctrine Publication that ‘Toxic leadership’, in summary, ‘is a combination of self-centered attitudes, motivations, and behaviors that have adverse effects on subordinates, the organization, and mission performance.’12 The British Army Leadership Doctrine now also includes a similar text.13

George Reed, previously director of Command and Leadership Studies at the US War College, believes that toxic behaviour derives from a leader’s own feelings of inferiority, often combined with narcissism. At one end of the toxic spectrum are the psychopaths with personality disorders, and at the other, suggests Reed, sit those whose behaviour can be corrected or lessened through various development programmes.14 But holding up the proverbial mirror in front of ourselves is hard. Fixing our own behaviour is the most testing of challenges. Nevertheless, learning and training courses designed to help us change undesirable behaviours are now commonplace. They are spreading into industries and organizations, like the army, once considered conservative and previously resistant.

When they don’t want to be trained

Josh Saxby is divisional director of Clarkson plc, one of the oldest shipping services companies in the world, established in 1852, with a market capitalization of over £1 billion.


The issue with the current generation of leaders in shipbroking is that they are often also the most successful revenue earners, and have little or no interest in the practice of leading itself; they therefore continue to service their own portfolio of business. As a result, little heed is given to people development, strategic decision-making or around improving their own abilities to lead.15



Saxby considers the industry to be somewhat ‘self-interested’, with individuals chasing their next deal to enlarge their annual bonus. ‘Whilst this is no bad thing, a balance needs to be struck. It is important for the industry that those with credibility in their field step forward to become leaders and managers.’

Boutique asset management businesses have also been slow to recognize the benefits of developing their leaders. Sebastian Stewart, partner and head of client services at Somerset Capital Management, explained that


boutiques are typically established by small groups of experienced investment professionals who want to create unbureaucratic businesses that can focus on capitalizing on the founders’ investment expertise. Developing teams and future leaders is rarely a priority. This has meant that leadership development is often overlooked, that is until it is brought into focus when the founders want to diversify their offering or think about succession. By that stage, it can be too late. Those boutiques who have not invested in their staff can face significant financial costs and uncertainty in making external appointments, and it can even be a death blow for some.16



Tim Liversedge, a paediatric anaesthetist at Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital in London, and an alumnus of our physician MSc, described how leadership presents a challenge to the mindset of a physician:


The path to becoming a medical expert is long, resolutely focused on the acquisition of knowledge and clinical skills over many years. Both medical school and post-graduate specialty training are highly competitive with individuals ranked against each other in examinations; collaborative working is learned on the job, but as a self-developed coping strategy rather than a specific focus of training.



He laments that little or no time is allowed for leadership development, teamworking, or understanding career paths in health care, and that governance structures in hospitals and in the NHS are not explained. ‘The predictable end result is solitary practitioners, deeply rooted in independent day-to-day practices with a lack of understanding, and a disengagement or distrust of management process.’ He suggests that ‘Often they settle for a role which is, in the main, psychologically safe, as the expert in the room, where they are both experienced and clinically confident.’

Tim’s story could apply to many kinds of expert and professional. Yet, the evidence is clear. These are exactly the kind of people who should be going into leadership at all levels.

As core business experts progress in their line of business, and widen their lens at each career stage, they must be supported through leadership development programmes that broaden their awareness and increase their desire and knowledge to recognize the larger system around their own practice. Executive leader Dr Lynn Myers recognizes that


physicians may be the most intelligent in the room, but they often lack business knowledge and are weak in the area of influencing others. This creates a challenge for physicians who realize that people believe they are more capable than they actually are.



This unspoken pressure, suggests Charisse Jimenez, at the same Texas Health provider, ‘makes peer-based, physician-led development programmes a perfect way to bridge any gaps, providing a safe place to learn, explore, and experiment’. This was why we created the Executive Masters in Medical Leadership, which is tailored to physicians’ specific requirements. The programme prepares mid-career professionals to become future expert leaders by helping them develop leadership qualities such as self-reflection, showing vulnerability, bravery and truth-telling, teamwork and emotional intelligence. This happens at a middle-management career point, after doctors have spent five to ten years acquiring a bedrock of expertise, and when they are poised to pursue a dual track of clinician and manager.

Experts benefit from bespoke leadership training

It is estimated that companies spend some $50 billion globally on leadership development programmes. And for good reason: recent evidence finds that such interventions improve both the leadership capabilities of individuals as well as organizational performance.17 Yet companies also waste money on leadership training programmes that are too generic, poorly conceived, not based on the latest scientific evidence, and which are ill-equipped to nurture expert leaders. At one university, for instance, the top team sought to move more females into executive positions. Their Organizational Development team offered a leadership programme intended specifically for women from both the administration and the faculty. But the team who designed the course failed to do their research into the type of course that female scholars would find useful. Generic decisions were made about course content and importantly the amount of time required to undertake the training, which was viewed as too long for academics. As a result, only women who worked in the administrative departments of the university enrolled, and the organization failed to cultivate a corps of expert female academic leaders.

Leadership development should be available to all. But we need to recognize that different professional groups also have diverse developmental needs. It should be tailored – as common sense suggests – to the requirements that each situation demands.

In his research into school leadership, Matthew Evans, himself an experienced school head, writes that teachers have domain-specific knowledge – ‘the technical, social and cultural knowledge which relates to the task in hand. Even communication skills, often cited to be domain-independent, are almost entirely dependent on contextual knowledge.’18 It is a fallacy to think that there are generic skills which all experts can add to their leadership toolkit and apply across the board, regardless of context. In fact, Evans continues, ‘Leaders don’t bring skills to the task, they develop fluid execution through repeated application of domain-specific knowledge.’ My research confirms this. What expert leadership brings to the task is a deep understanding of the domain and an ability, learned over many years, to navigate and understand what’s really going on.

Evans also makes the good point that leadership development should be fashioned not merely around specific professional groups but also to particular domains, such as curriculum leadership, for example. He believes that a whole raft of problems result from the myth of generic leadership skills, including, in particular, complacency on the part of those who feel they have ‘mastered’ leadership, and the notion that a generic skills toolkit, based on abstract models and process, can be used across multiple contexts at the expense of decision-making based on ‘deep knowledge of the leadership domain’.19

We have certainly discovered that professionals want high-quality tailored programmes taught by researchers and experts in partnership. They want the instructors to draw on contextually specific issues that relate directly to their work, and to learn methods that are optimal and supported by data. Academics, particularly in the top business schools, have been slow to recognize the importance of adding personal development to curricula: helping students examine their own behaviour, demonstrate weakness, ask pertinent questions, open up, speak candidly, and critique, all within a private and protected environment. But this is now changing.

Training should be done on the job and alongside the job

Part of effective management and leadership education is encouraging the trainees to draw from live, real-time situations and issues at work, and to collaborate with their peers on the course to find imaginative solutions. Employers have a responsibility to find ways to facilitate this and to think about how they will progress their newly tooled potential manager. There is little point in developing and empowering your experts if you have failed to create an outlet for their progression. If options for practising new skills are opened then you have incentivized the nascent and potentially reluctant expert leader to channel new skills, and, importantly, to be helpful to the organization. However, if firms whet the appetite through development but do nothing to help them practise their new selves, this will create frustration in the potential expert leader, and they will look elsewhere to fulfil their expectations.

There is a distinction between formal learning and offering ongoing support through mentoring, exposure to the top team, job shadowing, and rotating on buddying schemes. The latter set of activities is critical – and even more important as remote and hybrid work become common. Budgets for formal programmes are often tight, and many people feel too overburdened or burnt out for heavy commitments to formal training.

Programmes need to be evaluated and measured against outputs

Most development programmes fail to measure actual outcomes. This is very different from the mechanical listing of ‘teaching and learning outcomes’ that typically end up in unwieldy documents, full of jargon, that almost no one including the students can understand. Our research suggests that key questions need to be asked before a programme is even designed. What we want to achieve is determined beforehand through dialogue with participants, programme faculty, HR professionals, and internal experts. Outcomes based on these criteria can then be assessed with a full return on investment (ROI) of programmes.20

Ideally, we would evaluate at different time points (e.g. before or at the beginning of the programme, once during, at the conclusion, and a year after the development intervention). We would include subjective and objective outcome measures, at different levels (individual, team, organizational, such as increased staff engagement, benefit to clients/users, economic), and, if not too difficult, involve different raters (self, peer participant, line manager, faculty, supervisor, etc.). This kind of assessment can be adjusted depending on time and resources, but just chucking cash at programmes and students, without properly assessing their learning outcomes and ROI, is a waste of money.

The capabilities experts need to lead

The capabilities that a trained expert leader will ideally demonstrate are as follows.

1. Self-awareness and commitment to personal growth

This is emotional-intelligence work. It is the hard graft of self-knowledge, reflective practice, and the management of oneself in relation to others. This includes awareness of how others perceive you, how you adapt to different contexts and stakeholders, a commitment to continuous personal development, and an openness to feedback. When we train experts we have found that this is foundational work because it feeds into all future learning and also the ability to develop others. To appreciate the role of leader, we all are required to start with an understanding of ourselves and only then is it possible properly to encourage self-reflection, curiosity, and personal growth in others. As I have said before, the expert leader is a standard-bearer, not only in terms of their technical skill and expertise but also in their behaviour. In this way, they embody the attributes of expert leadership.

2. Interpersonal communication skills

Effective interpersonal communication is central to teamwork and also to the ability to motivate others. We know that happy, engaged workers are more likely to have a boss who is an expert, has good listening skills, gives constructive and informed feedback, and who allows for autonomy and innovation. We teach experts the principles of coaching techniques, active listening, and Socratic questioning. These skills describe an expert leader who is also a coach – someone who mentors and guides others, who is respectful, who is empathetic, who enables rather than controls, and who listens attentively. Michael West calls this kind of listening ‘attending’:


The first element of compassionate leadership is being present with, and attending to, those we lead. Leaders who attend will model being present with those they lead and ‘listening with fascination’. Listening is probably the most important skill of leadership and involves taking time to listen to the challenges, obstacles, frustrations, and hurts of staff experience, as well as the successes and pleasures.21



3. Speaking the truth

Expert leaders must speak fearlessly and honestly. That is how trust and credibility are painstakingly built.22 They must also encourage others to do likewise by promoting a culture of psychological safety in their teams and organizations. Amy Edmondson defines this as ‘the shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking’.23 This is the sweet spot identified by Timothy Clarke, where there is high intellectual friction and low social friction, where people feel safe enough to debate, argue, and think creatively.24 West links the quality of teamworking to a climate of psychological safety:


The influences on such climates include a clear shared vision, values and goals: support for reflection, learning and innovation; frequent and positive contact between team members; team members valuing diversity; difference (e.g. of opinion) and positive conflict; and relationships based on mutual support, compassion and humility.25



Speaking truthfully also means a willingness to hold others to account and to reduce toxic behaviour in a workplace. Whatever the setting – on a day-to-day basis or in a meeting – a leader must be able to confront behaviour that harms and silences others and that might thereby derail the organization from its mission. So leaders need to be brave. That is not easy in life. But bosses have to call out bad practice and challenge bad decisions. Performance management is part of optimal leadership because if poor behaviour goes unchecked then it can produce tendrils of harmful consequences that work their way through the organization.

4. Navigating diverse stakeholders and systems

Nurturing professional relationships with a diverse set of stakeholders is integral to expert leadership. Bosses do not operate in a social vacuum. Leaders need to understand the systems within which they work (systems which often have competing interests, such as operational, leadership, governance, quality improvement, etc.) so that they can collaborate, cope with complexity, and foster change. Somehow they have to shepherd together a mix of people who will also often have competing interests. This requires an awareness of the agendas of different kinds of stakeholder – whom are they accountable to, their financial incentives, and their strategic priorities – while seeing opportunities to build coalitions of interest. Resilience, the ability to negotiate, and persuasive non-confrontational communication skills; all these are part of successful stakeholder management.

5. Continuous learning and flexibility

Expert leaders must learn to put the curiosity and hard work that initially made them an expert to use in areas that may not greatly interest them. These might include understanding finance; the current economic and business environment, particularly as it relates to their own industry; labour relations, HR laws, and compliance regulations; and, leadership skills such as performance management. As I mentioned in the last chapter, experts need intellectual flexibility and commitment. That will often be taxing.

I began this chapter with Ericsson’s notion of ‘deliberate practice’. It underpins excellence and is dependent on immediate feedback, clear goals, and a focus on technique. There is a symbiotic relationship between the leaders and the culture of an organization. In the final chapter I explore the fundamental components of an expert-friendly organization.

Footnote

i As with the previous chapter, this one has greatly benefited from the input of Natasha Maw, Dr Jaason Geerts, and Patty Fahy, MD.
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The Expert-Friendly Organization

As we approach the end of this book it is useful to stand back and remind ourselves why it is important to have leaders with high levels of expert knowledge – truly credible leaders.

The 1980s saw the rational execution of management start to derail. Individual investors who wished to make money from solid long-run bets were replaced by giant, risk-seeking institutional investors.1 A new style of investment manager, with bonuses tied to annual profits, tried to outstrip one another. They were incentivized by a focus on short-run returns. Decision-making became distorted. Companies’ figures began to be gamed – to reach quarterly targets.2 ‘The shrunken time horizon’, notes Jerry Muller, ‘creates a temptation to boost immediate profits at the expense of longer-term investments, whether in research and development or in improving the skills of the company’s workforce.’3 Performance metrics were used to ‘squeeze assets in the short term at the expense of long-term consequences’.4 Added to this mix was the spread of eye-watering remuneration among the new generalist ‘charismatic’ CEOs, who were seen as ‘change agents’ by impatient board directors and expected to ‘turn the ship’ around in a matter of months or be shown the door.

This still describes many of today’s Fortune 500 and FTSE 100 companies, and while the phenomenon started in the United States, it has gone global. Yet a short-termist culture is counter to the tradition of an expert-friendly organization, and, crucially, to our desire for sustainability. We just cannot run our world like this any more. That means we must fashion a way of life that affirms the value of expertise and goes on to support employee well-being and sustainable performance.

Life for expert workers in a poorly designed company becomes particularly demoralizing. And when your core employees have the kind of skills and brainpower that make them easily employable elsewhere, they can melt away. One positive development in the modern world is that subtle assets such as human happiness, employee job satisfaction, corporate reputation, motivation, and trust are now more easily measured, and, as we saw in Chapter 5, there is greater awareness of their importance. As this book has shown, the credibility of expert leaders and managers is a strong predictor of long-term performance outcomes.

What expertopia looks like

The principles of expert leadership covered so far have, I hope, clarified that an organization’s core business should determine its leader; that expert leaders are needed throughout the organization, including on the board, but are especially important at the top; finally, that being an expert is not a proxy for having leadership and management skills. All leaders must also learn to be a good boss.

In Chapter 4 I looked at how expert leadership works. It happens by developing strategy that is aligned with the core business, and one that takes the long view regarding investment and sustainability; by creating productive work environments that raise employee job satisfaction through suitable management practices, such as appropriate goal-setting, feedback, and development; by being light on metrics and bureaucracy; and through raised standards in hiring and promotion that are set by expert leaders who are themselves exemplars of high quality.

In this chapter I examine the kinds of organizations that are expert-friendly, because they do all of the above and more… and it is the more I will focus on here. From my own research and the outstanding examples I explore below, it is clear that the most effective organizations share a set of additional characteristics:


1. The best organizations have built a company philosophy that affirms the value of expertise and actively seeks to grow it. Culture is used as a tool to allow expertise to permeate up and down the organization.

2. They enable autonomy, organizational flexibility, and ideally profit sharing, and they allow minimal bureaucracy. Expert line managers are given considerable freedom and responsibility, and in return must be accountable.

3. They are focused but diverse, organized but disruptive to encourage divergent thinking and experimentation, which means being tolerant of some failure.

4. They develop an environment that fosters informed dissent. (Yes-men and yes-women need not apply.)

5. They create physical spaces where experts collide, which facilitates unplanned interaction and collaborations, and provides a stimulating workplace that reminds employees why they want to be there.

6. They build a culture of curiosity and questioning, and promote continuous learning.


This is a challenging set of goals to aspire to. But it is how thriving ideas-led workplaces operate. If we think it through, there are many experts in organizations, including in marketing, finance, HR, and beyond. All are important and should have some input into organizational decision-making.

Yet the core business functions are king. They define the purpose and dictate the general direction and strategy. This does not mean that finance or marketing are not listened to; they just should not lead the show.

Hundreds of years ago human wealth came in a particularly simple and direct way. It was either mined from the ground (gold and coal), sucked up from the depth of the earth (oil), pulled from the oceans and rivers (fish), or grown in the fields (corn and rice). Wealth could be acquired in an elementary and immediate way, provided one had sufficient freedom, resources, and energy to amass it.

Wealth today is different. It comes predominantly from brainpower – from people’s heads bashing up, metaphorically, with other people’s heads. At the time of writing, the three most valuable companies in the US stock market are Apple, Microsoft, and Alphabet (Google). They were built upon sophisticated science and sheer originality of thought.5

If we want to understand how future corporations should operate, we need to think expert.

Learn from the (very, very) best

At the end of the nineteenth century the United States lagged behind Europe in many areas of science. Germany was particularly strong in scientific medicine, and became a magnet for medical students from around the world. Between 1870 and 1914 over 15,000 Americans studied in German universities, and it was those students who eventually transformed clinical medicine in the United States.6 At the time that they were returning home with superior medical knowledge, their country’s economy was also transforming. Some individuals were becoming wealthy on a scale never seen before. One of these was John D. Rockefeller Sr, who was motivated by two great passions: making money – and giving it away. He began his philanthropic voyage at the age of just sixteen, by giving 6 per cent of his earnings to charity.7

Said to have been the richest person in modern history,8 Rockefeller Sr decided to donate to medical research, in part motivated by the death of his grandson from scarlet fever. At that time, most American medical schools were commercially run and did not invest in research, unlike the Institut Pasteur in Paris and Robert Koch’s institute in Berlin, which were developing new treatments for tuberculosis, diphtheria, and typhoid fever.9 In 1901, in part modelled on these institutions, J. D. Rockefeller Sr established the first biomedical research centre in the United States – the Rockefeller Institute.

Today, 120 years later, the Rockefeller Institute is a private graduate college in New York City. It is tiny, with just over eighty in its faculty, and by some standards it is only moderately endowed. Yet Rockefeller has made more twentieth-century discoveries in biomedical research than nearly all of its well-capitalized global peers, such as Harvard, Oxford, and the Max Planck Institute. How has it maintained this standard for more than a century?10 J. R. Hollingsworth, from the University of Wisconsin–Madison, undertook an extraordinary piece of research to try to uncover Rockefeller’s success.11 He found an organizational culture built on unsurpassed excellence, which produces transformative science that is applied to the critical medical challenges facing the world. For example, the discovery that deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) carries genetic information, and that cancer can be caused by a virus.

Most organizations begin life with the same ambition as Rockefeller, namely, to be the best at what they do. But they typically swing from good to mediocre and if they are lucky back again. Or they go into major decline, which is reflected in figures on average firm life span: a US S&P 500 company’s length of life has dropped from sixty-seven to fifteen years, and within the UK FTSE 100, after thirty years 76 per cent of companies have disappeared.12 Rockefeller is small, of course, so it should be easier to control quality, though many equivalently sized institutes have not. Its practices, however, are relevant to all organizations, indeed many have been adopted by the world’s largest companies, such as Microsoft, and older ones, like the Royal Shakespeare Company, that first opened its theatre in Stratford, Shakespeare’s birthplace, in 1879.13

To achieve the pinnacle in anything we must observe and learn from outstanding examples. The principles of optimum performance used by Rockefeller, and uncovered by Hollingsworth, are, as we will see, common in today’s most successful firms.

Give autonomy, be flexible, kill bureaucracy, and share profits

Organizational autonomy gave Rockefeller ‘exceptional freedom of inquiry’ to be able to respond quickly to an urgent problem – a new strain of virus, for example. Because ‘knowledge changes rapidly, and if an organization is to be continuously at the frontiers of fundamental new knowledge, it must be highly flexible’.14 The ability to adapt is necessary for all industries. Constantly changing technologies, new instrumentation and tools, fluctuations in government policies and regulations, changes to funding sources and market positions, governance and shareholder pressures, political and economic volatility, climate change, and demographic alterations; these all require a responsive fluidity.

Rockefeller created its own flexible structure and processes so that it could react quickly to new challenges. Unlike most universities and businesses, housed in entrenched department structures, Rockefeller was and is laboratory-based and largely unconstrained by disciplinary siloes. It also has an on-site research hospital, which makes it possible for biomedical scientists to take their discoveries from the lab bench to the bedside. Its process of putting research into practice means the organization is less likely to become stale and inert. Rockefeller will create almost instantly a new lab when deemed necessary, and populate it with scientific appointments from any field. It is less constrained by externally imposed norms of credentialling, is relatively free from regulations imposed by state bureaucracies (a burden felt in much of higher education), and as a result, it can appoint people to any position it chooses.15

Importantly, and this is part of the nuts and bolts of adaptability, the organization describes itself as having ‘minimal administrative bureaucracy’, which allows its funds to go more directly to research.16 This sets Rockefeller apart from the weaker laboratories and research bodies. In those, creativity is suppressed by hierarchical authority, an imposing bureaucracy, with centralized decision-making and more formal and standardized rules and procedures, that are usually, Hollingsworth noted, more prevalent among larger organizations. This will sound familiar to many.

Process and structures have to fit the core workers. In other words, before implementation they need to be expert-tested. There is no point adding a complex new system at great cost only to discover that it is reducing the productivity of your core workers, or that they are simply ignoring it. Here is an example from a different, but also important, arena of life.

Fatma Makalo is the manager of Bridgeside Lodge Care Home in north London. Her organization is consistently rated as Outstanding by government inspectors at the Care Quality Commission, and in August 2022 Fatma was awarded the UK Chief Nursing Officer Silver Award. Fatma says:


Nobody is born a leader, but we create our own paths, and mine is based on an understanding of the people I work with, and an understanding of myself. I get my hands dirty. I have the respect of my staff because of my own expertise as a clinician, but also because I will challenge senior leadership, if I think it is to the detriment of the staff or residents.17



Fatma did challenge the leadership just before the government inspectors were about to assess the facility. She was told by the CEO that the care home would fail the inspection if she did not implement a very long list, which he had drawn up, of more than fifty ‘improvements’ that would involve burdensome bureaucracy. ‘I was furious but read the suggestions with an open mind and realized I could not implement his recommendations.’ Fatma knew she risked losing her job, but felt the CEO had concentrated only on process and box-ticking while ignoring the needs of staff and their relationships. ‘I felt that if I had taken on board his suggestions, I would lose the respect of my staff, and the strong bond unifying the teams I had built, would be broken.’ So, she decided not to tell the CEO of her decision until the inspection was over. ‘It was a nerve-racking three days followed by two weeks of waiting for the results.’ The Care Quality Commission awarded her care home an Outstanding and she grudgingly won the respect of the CEO, who left her in charge. ‘So often I see staff and morale destroyed by ill-thought-through procedures and processes, but I feel very strongly that you should not work for the system, instead let the system work for you.’

In some countries, the bodies created by governments to fund scientific research – for example, the UK’s Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) – have created so many procedural boxes to tick that the best scholars do not bother trying to get their research funded. One highly cited disillusioned professor told me:


Oh, I gave up on the ESRC many years ago. It’s all about show and bureaucracy. To get funding it would be necessary to put in a second-rate project stuffed with old ideas, and with the required silly jargon and buzzwords. Then there would be endless ridiculous meetings, long forms that would be looked at by people who do not understand the science, and time-consuming and unpleasant annual reports to ESRC committees that we all know will never be read anyway. If I were to put in for a grant for really original work, I wouldn’t have a chance. I just accept it now.



Is this unfair? Isn’t it natural that larger organizations need more bureaucratic systems and processes? Wilmot Reed Hastings Jr, co-founder, chairman, and co-chief executive officer of Netflix, once thought so too. But not any more.

The subscription streaming service, film and TV production company Netflix launched in 1997. As of 2021 it has over 214 million subscribers in 190 countries, with just under 10,000 full-time employees.18 It has earned seventeen Golden Globes and numerous BAFTA nominations, and was ranked number one in 2019 by the Reputation Institute19 as the most highly regarded company in America.20 The fortunes of Netflix differ markedly from those of Hastings’ first start-up. The fledgling Pure Software began with a dozen people, and each was given a lot of freedom to make decisions with few constraints. As the company expanded, inevitably, such employee autonomy also meant there were some mistakes. ‘Each time this happened, I put a process in place to prevent that mistake from occurring again.’21 And over time, as in so many of our organizations, layer upon layer of rules and restrictions followed. In the opening section of his book No Rules Rules with Erin Meyer from INSEAD Business School, Hastings notes that ‘Policies and control processes became so foundational to our work that those who were great at coloring within the lines were promoted, while many creative mavericks felt stifled and went to work elsewhere.’22

Hastings thought that the layering of processes and rules was just what you did when a company grew. On reflection, he noticed two things happened at Pure Software:


The first is that we failed to innovate quickly. We had become increasingly efficient and decreasingly creative. In order to grow we had to purchase other companies that did have innovative products. That led to more business complexity, which in turn led to more rules and process.23



(This is an important point also about the potential weaknesses of outsourcing versus growing your own.) His second observation related to when the market shifted from C++ to Java, a different program language: ‘To survive, we needed to change. But we had selected and conditioned our employees to follow process, not to think freshly or shift fast. We were unable to adapt and, in 1997, ended up selling the company to our largest competitor.’24

Three years later, in 2000, Hastings, joined by Netflix co-founder Marc Randolph, schlepped to the Dallas headquarters of Blockbuster, cap in hand, to ask for much needed investment. That year the struggling Netflix incurred losses of $57 million while Blockbuster was the $6 billion home entertainment giant. Hastings and Randolph were politely, but flatly, turned down. Blockbuster declared bankruptcy ten years later.

The advice to organizations offered by Reed Hastings today is stark. It is: reduce controls. ‘Start by ripping pages from the employee handbook. Travel policies, expense policies, vacation policies – these can all go.’25 As the organization’s talent grows, and the culture becomes more embedded and feedback more fluid, you can remove approval processes throughout the organization, teaching your managers principles like, ‘Lead with context, not control,’ and coaching your employees using such guidelines as, ‘Don’t seek to please your boss.’ Handing over so much power to employees reflects a deep trust in them. Removing controls creates a culture of ‘freedom and responsibility’. Hastings believes this both attracts top talent, for whom autonomy is a must, and has transformed innovation at Netflix to a level unmatched by most companies. He cautions, in his book, that the removal of controls needs time to fully evolve; it cannot happen overnight.26 Many will view handing over so much control to staff as too radical, especially in areas of the public sector or more conservative kinds of businesses. But is it?

Svenska Handelsbanken, based in Sweden, provides banking services and insurance for consumers and businesses, investment banking, and trading. It greatly values autonomy and accountability through its devolved structure,27 and is recognized by financial experts as having ‘outperformed the market for the past four decades ever since it moved to a decentralised model’.28 It is among Europe’s thirty biggest banks by assets, and regularly tops customer satisfaction and loyalty ratings. That tells us why its customer base continues to grow. The bank’s success is largely attributable to its unique organizational strategy of extensive decentralization and the autonomy given to branch managers. ‘The branch is the Bank’ is the motto of Handelsbanken. Bank managers, who interestingly have worked there for an average of twenty-three years, are the people who make decisions about loans and interest rates. Importantly, there are no call centres. Bureaucracy at the bank is scaled back and managers function through a ‘church spire principle – under which a branch manager should be able to see all their customers from the top of a tower’.29 Regional managers, responsible for between twenty-five and ninety branches each, mentor and coach more junior branch managers to help them improve decision-making. This investment in branch autonomy raises managers’ motivation and sense of entrepreneurship. One customer told me:


I love Handelsbanken. I really do. OK I pay £30 a month, but for that I just email my ‘individual banking manager’, and she replies by personal email that day. She knows my name and my family. I never wait fuming on an automated telephone queue and then get asked the name of my late mother’s second dog. Handelsbanken keeps my blood pressure low.



Handelsbanken has no sales targets and it pays no bonuses. Its staff are awarded an equal share of profits in every year that the bank’s return on equity outperforms its rivals’.30 This is paid into a foundation, called Oktogonen, which invests mostly in Handelsbanken shares and owns a 10 per cent stake in the bank. Employees cannot withdraw their holding until they are age sixty, and everyone is given the same amount irrespective of position or rank. When the bank does well, the employees also benefit. Indeed, in good years employees have retired with up to a £1 million lump sum.31

Humans like sharing, especially if it is accompanied by a sense of reliable fairness. Profit and equity sharing is the norm in the large and small companies that inhabit the world’s tech hubs, which are almost always expert-led. Richard Freeman at Harvard has for many years probed the effects of various forms of employee engagement in profits and ownership. It can take many forms. For example, the UK department store chain John Lewis Partnership is employee-owned, whereas the Chinese appliance maker Haier uses a combination of bonuses, dividends, and profit sharing. Through the empirical research of Freeman and colleagues it is possible to understand the benefits of these practices to individual performance and firm productivity.32


• First, employees are incentivized to put in more effort, to co-operate and share information with each other. They are also more likely to innovate.

• Second, workplaces can be more harmonious with everyone working towards genuinely shared outcomes that go beyond a mere mission statement.

• Third, sharing profits also requires greater corporate transparency and openness with employees, who often have to participate in workplace decisions, and therefore need to understand what exactly is going on.

• Fourth, the positive effect of worker autonomy upon employee job satisfaction and performance is enhanced when some form of profit sharing is included – the argument being that having autonomy to make decisions makes me work harder, but if I feel that my efforts also benefit my pocket then I put in even more effort. Notably, this effect is greater when the financial gains are shared with a team instead of just going to the individual.

• Finally, the authors suggest that at a time when inequality has increased in the world, leading to social exclusion and despair,33 a system of employee stock ownership and profit sharing can contribute to feelings of equity, engagement, and commitment, which in turn, they argue, enhances democracy.34


Handelsbanken has thrived through decentralized decision-making. It puts emphasis on ‘dialogue over metrics’, branch autonomy, a strong but local customer focus, a parsimonious use of financial incentives, much weight on employee well-being, and a slow but steady approach to growth. Leaders are also promoted from within the bank. Carina Åkerström became Handelsbanken’s first female CEO in 2019. At that point she had been with the bank for thirty-three years. Her arrival in this position coincided with a Covid-19 pandemic that shook up retail dramatically. It also altered most people’s working practices. Handelsbanken prides itself on having numerous physical branches, and thus for a long time resisted losing its high-street presence. But by 2020 the organization had to follow other banks and increase its online side. Branches and jobs have been cut to boost the bank’s digital offering,35 but Handelsbanken has said that the remaining branches will be given ‘an even greater degree of decision-making authority’ along with access to specialist advice.36

Hollingsworth has shown that autonomy, around lab design and hiring, was a key reason why Rockefeller led the world in biomedical innovations. But an even more radical approach to worker autonomy was adopted by the appliance maker Haier, based in Qingdao, China.

Thirty years ago Haier was a sluggish state-owned enterprise making low-quality products. Today it is the world’s largest producer of appliances such as washing machines, refrigerators, dishwashers, and air conditioners, with revenues of $35 billion and 75,000 worldwide employees. In a very different market compared with film-making, IT, or banking, it competes with Whirlpool, LG, and Electrolux. Business writers Gary Hamel and Michele Zanini told the story of Haier in an interesting article about the ‘end of bureaucracy’.37

The authors explain how Haier transformed its fortunes in a decade. This all happened under a ‘renegade CEO’ Zhang Ruimin, who stripped out the old management structures with their authoritarian bureaucracy and hierarchies, and converted the company into a ‘start-up factory’ with ‘just two layers of management between frontline teams and the CEO’.38 Ruimin saw bureaucracy as a major liability to success, slowing innovation and creating barriers for employee achievement. His goal, ‘to let everyone become their own CEO – to help everyone realize their potential’,39 mimicked start-ups – offering autonomy coupled with accountability, a tolerance of failure, openness, and a plasticity to change when needed, where employees are more like owners, because they have equity or their own capital invested; and, finally, a set-up that better suits an internet age. So, Haier’s audacious CEO decided to emulate a start-up but on a massive scale.40

Hamel and Zanini summarized what Haier looks like today.41 The most interesting change in the firm was its evolution into 4,000 micro-enterprises – small autonomous businesses with an average of ten to fifteen employees, unless involved in manufacturing. The micro-enterprises, or MEs, are separated into three categories: ‘transforming’ MEs, which are market-facing; ‘incubating’ MEs, which are like new businesses; and ‘node’ MEs ‘which sell component products and services such as design, manufacturing, and human resource support to Haier’s market-facing MEs’.42 These micro-enterprises are given a lot of freedom in the direction they chose, and in their form, but they share core organizing components. They decide their own strategy of what to pursue and how, and who they wish to partner with, internal MEs or externals. They make their own hiring decisions and define working relationships, and they can set their own pay and bonuses. Hamel and Zanini describe how Haier, through its micro-enterprises, has created ‘an organizational model that mimics the architecture of the internet’, diverse and yet still coherent, or, citing Harvard technologist David Weinberger, ‘small pieces, loosely joined’.43

This decentralized super-start-up has produced innumerable innovations and in breakneck delivery times. Their approach will not suit everyone, and personally I think it is unduly target-driven. Nevertheless, Hamel and Zanini believe that ‘Haier’s empowering, energizing management model is the product of a relentless quest to free human beings at work from the shackles of bureaucracy.’44 Arguably, it shows what can be done without bureaucracy.

Private companies have the freedom to do things differently, especially before they go public and enlarge their stakeholder pool. Haier was a state-owned behemoth converted into a groundbreaking organization, and it is common to hear that when taxpayers’ money is involved, everything becomes wrapped up in red tape. Why is this the case? Is it not exactly because taxpayer funds are involved that management practices should incur less bureaucracy and cost, and be a great deal more efficient? Our modern world is litigious, which has made accountability more important and risk-taking harder, but this applies to all organizations, private, public, and not-for-profit. I can see that borrowing Netflix’s approach to expenses might be difficult to implement for a high school. But claiming expenses has for many of us become so complex and time-consuming that it is sometimes easier and cheaper not to seek reimbursement. Recall in Chapter 4 Atul Gawande highlighting a study that shows ‘physicians spent about two hours doing computer work for every hour spent face to face with a patient’? Bureaucratization and managerialism exist across many sectors, but there is surely a case to be made that wherever any public funds are involved, it is more important than ever to avoid excessively bureaucratic and inefficient processes and management.

Be focused but diverse, organized but disruptive, experimental and failure-tolerant

Employees must feel invested in the organization and its core mission, and be ready to fight its corner. Trust, openness, and honesty is the ideal, combined with accountability and responsibility, as noted above. But there is not a one-size-fits-all personality. And brilliant people, especially those focused enough to want to become the best experts, may not always be the most self-aware of people. It is necessary to work with those people, in the ways described in Chapter 7, to help them with communication and a bit of self-reflection, so that they can understand how their behaviour might affect others. That is an important element in helping technical experts to develop into expert managers and leaders.

Rockefeller secured its place at the top by selecting diverse people and ideas – thereby protecting itself against becoming too narrowly focused or entrenched. To stay ready to respond to new health problems, and guard against uniformity of thought, teams are made up of contrasting researchers.

Teams have become the norm in most workplaces. Research looking at R&D productivity, by Ben Jones at the Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University, suggests that teamwork makes it possible to aggregate more efficiently the knowledge which has grown exponentially across all fields. To make his point, Jones uses the example of aviation. In 1903 two men, the Wright brothers, designed, built, and flew the first heavier-than-air aircraft. But today, to design and manufacture just the jet engines alone requires the attention of thirty different engineering specialties.45 Highest-performing teams are those made up of people who may differ in their sex, race, or cultural identity, but who are approximately the same in their professional, cognitive, or scientific ability, which contrasts with the idea that efficiency is most improved by spreading the best people across different quality teams.46

For the best outputs we want people in teams to be different from each other, but not too different. This type of team selection facilitates a kind of organized disruption, and ensures a level of informed dissent, thus creating new ways of thinking. When teams are unduly cohesive, they are less innovative and more likely to suffer from groupthink, a term inspired by Orwell’s ‘doublethink’ in 1984 and used by psychologist Irving Janis, who argued that too much uniformity will ‘suppress critical inquiry and result in faulty decision making’.47 But if they are too widely separated in their field, again, innovation is decreased.

The doctors involved in my leadership and management master’s degree course are diverse in all hues of identity, sex, race, seniority, and medical specialism. Thus, the voices and perspectives are distinct and complementary. But they share one thing in common: they are all medically trained. Thus, they fit the moderate diversity requirement. As a non-medical person teaching physicians, you cannot fail to notice that there is a ‘medical mindset’ – a way of thinking, a cognitive pathway, that is distinct. As former student and critical care doctor Ruth McCabe explained to me, ‘Medical students and doctors expect to be tested to the very edge of our knowledge. And it doesn’t matter how much you know, you are always close to potential failure, because the line between knowing and not, is so thin.’ And failure can have devastating consequences. A cardiothoracic surgeon explained the stress tied to failure ‘when you have an 18-year-old bleeding to death on the table in front of you, and there is nothing you can do about it, and you have to tell this to the distraught parents waiting outside the room. A management meeting can be taken in your stride after that event.’48

This is what differentiates doctors from other health-care professionals. The contrast is particularly sharp with non-clinical managers.

The proverbial buck really does stop with doctors. As Ruth McCabe explains, ‘They are, crucially, diagnosticians who have to work out what is going on and decide what to do about it, so the decision-making comes as the other side of the diagnostic/problem-solving coin.’ Clinicians have responsibility for their actions (and inactions) and must be prepared to defend them in court if needed. And, adds Ruth, ‘no matter what you are “told to do”, you will always have that personal responsibility and must act accordingly. This includes challenging within your own hierarchy and within your own organisation and profession.’ The General Medical Council, with which all UK medical practitioners must register, advocates and regulates that for all physicians, ‘the care of the patient is your first consideration, you should challenge other professions including management’.

This is why experts are not usually popular with politicians. Experts do not make good yes-people.

There is a peculiar paradox apparent here. Diversity is being called for, shouted from the rooftops, and rightly so. Diversity is fair – and individuals not being the same has many measurable benefits. However, this also requires us to acknowledge that difference needs to be accommodated differently. One size fits only the few, and treating everybody the same does not allow diversity to be acknowledged, or for the ability to adapt to differing needs.

Foster informed dissent

Adapting to change is necessary for all. Whether it is the arrival of the latest virus or a new code for software or the market appearance of a competitor, organizations need to be ready to modify and modernize.

Berkeley psychologist Charlan Nemeth has spent her career examining the value to organizations of allowing dissent.


Good decision-making, at its heart, is divergent thinking. When we think divergently, we think in multiple directions, seek information, and consider facts on all sides of the issue, and think about the cons as well as the pros. Bad decision-making is the reverse. Thinking convergently, we focus more narrowly, usually in one direction.49



And she adds, we tend to seek out information and facts that support our initial preference. Through her many experiments, Nemeth has shown that ‘biased focus’ inhibits both problem solving and innovation, and paraphrasing the philosopher John Stuart Mill, she argues: ‘when dissent is suppressed, the group and organization suffer… With consensus, our minds go on automatic pilot. Our fears about speaking up sometimes lead us to turn a blind eye to bad decisions or ethical violations.’50

In an article for the Financial Times newspaper in December 2020, I argued that diversity is critical for effective crisis leadership. Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s top team, his cabinet, were among the least experienced politicians to occupy their roles, having recently sailed in on the Brexit boat. Capability was traded for compliance, as dissenting voices from the older Tory ranks, representing decades of political and policy experience, were silenced, and shown the door. Apart from a dearth of political experience, Johnson’s team also lacked diversity. It was predominantly male, privately schooled and mainly educated in the humanities – Boris himself having studied the classics. In the battle to push Britons behind Brexit, in defiance of much expert opinion from economists and others, Michael Gove, Johnson’s right hand, had famously declared his distaste of experts.51

And then came Covid-19. The UK government ignored warnings as it spread first in China, then suddenly much closer to home in northern Italy, until ‘Quick, find me an expert!’ could be heard as it landed on British shores. Public health advisory bodies were activated. The UK government relied on its Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies – or SAGE – which for a long time also lacked disciplinary diversity. Gus O’Donnell, former cabinet secretary to three prime ministers and former head of the Civil Service, pointed out that SAGE was too heavily drawn from the medical sciences, and failed to take account of views from other parts of the scientific community, particularly the social sciences. Indeed, expert representatives from economics, the field most likely to be called upon to deal with the £300 billion of public borrowing to cope with the effects of the pandemic, were almost entirely excluded from SAGE discussions. Yet the pandemic posed the biggest problem in health economics since the last world war. This shortage of scientific diversity created an inherent problem: deviation was not tolerated, which led to an emotional war between the unquestioning advocates of lockdown policies and those from disciplines who were calling for the inclusion of other ideas – in particular, much needed analyses of the costs and benefits of the dominant policies.

Where Britain was seemingly ahead of many countries was in its early development and efficient distribution of a vaccine. This was made possible through the extraordinary medical distribution facility, the National Health Service, and developed in a scientific setting that would have incorporated much intense testing, trial and error, and debating among experts.

Where there is insufficient heterogeneity within a general area, there is also an absence of radical or highly innovative thinking about existing problems. This was found by Hollingsworth in his study of medical discoveries, and learned by Reed Hastings from his pre-Netflix experience with Pure Software.

A fear of being ridiculed and/or of reprisal by managers is the primary barrier to feeling able to voice ideas or opinions in group environments. This, Nemeth found, is greater in companies with higher levels of homogeneity or cohesion. In a now widely read New Yorker article by Jonah Lehrer in 2012 titled ‘Groupthink: the brainstorming myth’, Nemeth’s work is used to argue that conventional forms of brainstorming just don’t work: ‘There’s this Pollyannaish notion that the most important thing to do when working together is stay positive and get along,’ Nemeth says.52 ‘Well, that’s just wrong. Maybe debate is going to be less pleasant, but it will always be more productive.’ This is because ‘dissent stimulates thought that is broader, that takes in more information and that, on balance, leads to better decisions and more creative solutions’.53 This contrasts with most corporate cultures, she adds, that believe it is not right to critique another’s ideas. The opposite is true in Netflix, which strives to increase candour. Similar to the approach long adopted at Rockefeller, Hastings believes that ‘Talented employees have an enormous amount to learn from one another… When talented staff members get into the feedback habit, they all get better at what they do while becoming implicitly accountable to one another, further reducing the need for traditional controls.’54

What is, understandably, hard to grasp for non-experts or generalist managers is this: R&D innovation requires constant failures coupled with repeated testing. How many attempts did it take Pfizer or AstraZeneca to produce a Covid-19 vaccine that worked? Amazon emerged out of a long period of seeming failure, which is recognized by CEO Jeff Bezos: ‘If you’re going to take bold bets, they’re going to be experiments,’ he said after buying Whole Foods. ‘And if they’re experiments, you don’t know ahead of time if they’re going to work. Experiments are by their very nature prone to failure. But a few big successes compensate for dozens and dozens of things that didn’t work.’55

Netflix CEO Reed Hastings similarly told attendees at a conference that he was worried about the high success rate of their TV shows, with few being cancelled: ‘Our hit ratio is too high right now. We have to take more risk… to try more crazy things… we should have a higher cancel rate overall.’56

Create space for unplanned interaction

Expert-friendly organizations have physical space that facilitates ‘unplanned collaborations’, which is the kind of workspace that Steve Jobs fostered when he worked at Pixar in the 1990s, when the norm for offices was walls of cubicles. The creatives at Pixar were given the ability to design their own workspace, but Jobs believed this:


If a building doesn’t encourage [collaboration], you’ll lose a lot of innovation and the magic that’s sparked by serendipity. So we designed the building to make people get out of their offices and mingle in the central atrium with people they might not otherwise see.57



There is a tendency for experts to hunker down alone. Collaboration spaces were created throughout Pixar’s headquarters including close to people’s personal offices. Jobs understood, as Rockefeller did much earlier, that originality of thinking is sparked when different worlds rub up against each other, and also that opportunities need to be fostered for that to happen.

Coronavirus may have finally pushed humanity into adopting more fluid ways of working. Even so, physical connections will still be required.58 Much has been learned by those of us who, due to Covid-19, have spent months and months working from home instead of an office, Zooming, Teaming, Skyping… to excess. Relationship building is still possible, but it excludes the random conversations, real eye contact, and the emotional engagement of being together in a three-dimensional space. Over the last few decades many companies have followed Pixar and designed office space that encourages collaboration through networking and promotes creativity. Pixar’s main campus building locates its common areas at the centre of the building, which increases chance encounters. After computer scientists Sergey Brin and Larry Page founded Google in 1998, they created such a culture in their Mountain View-based ‘Googleplex’ in a similar fashion. There, employees substituted office chairs for bouncy balls and enjoyed the companionship of their dogs and free meals by top chefs. According to Professor David Garvin, ‘the culture was designed to encourage collegiality and to break down barriers to the rapid development of ideas’. Such relaxed workplaces allow experts the necessary freedom and autonomy to collaborate, experiment, and innovate.

Constructing the right conditions for organized disruption and dissent facilitates what have become known as ‘knowledge spillovers’. That was the term first coined by American-Canadian urbanist and activist Jane Jacobs, author of The Death and Life of Great American Cities. She observed, in the study of urban environments, that cities are made up of dense networks of diverse kinds of firms housed near to each other, and this affects how knowledge travels to benefit innovation and economic growth. This idea was further advanced empirically by a group of economists, who showed, in many settings, that the major spillovers happen among firms from a common industry.59 When companies whose purpose is approximately similar rub up against each other in close proximity, employees exchange ideas and innovations. That interaction leads to new products and methods. Firms also compete intensively, which further cultivates greater innovation and speedy adoption of new ideas. This is why business parks exist. Indian film producers and actors flock to Bombay’s Bollywood, Chinese tech start-ups head to Shanghai or Beijing, and cyber companies flock to Tel Aviv, the city that is now ranked second for innovation by the World Economic Forum.60

Hospitals originally used to offer networking space for their physicians. When Peter Lees began his career as a surgeon in Britain’s National Health Service (NHS) in the 1970s, he devoted gruelling hours to mastering his craft but also benefited from a culture that supported expertise. He received sustained mentorship from senior physicians and got perks such as a staff dining room and a bar where he and his fellow experts could share ideas and knowledge. Beds were also available for those doctors who were performing night shifts. Today, the surgeons often put in the same gruelling hours, but in a very different environment focused on targets, cost-cutting, and the bottom line. Permanent mentor relationships are rare, teams are transient, and doctors have few opportunities to rest, socialize, and compare notes. No surprise, then, that physicians are increasingly unhappy and burnt out.

Those who have been lucky enough to benefit from it will immediately recognize the importance of an informal space for the sharing of knowledge and ideas. I can remember many initiatives emerging from discussions over lunch at the London School of Economics’ bustling faculty dining room – a space that still exists. Facilities for faculty networking remain common among some North American research universities – Toronto, Boston, Brandeis, Cornell, Rice – and they exist in a small number of European universities, such as Leiden, Zurich, and the colleges of Oxford, Cambridge, and Durham. But in most countries, and particularly in the UK, university dining rooms, where faculty are encouraged to mingle and integrate, have been largely left to decline into obscurity. This was partly because they were viewed as ‘elitist’. Thus, the culture of lunchtime networking has disappeared from most universities, and facilities have been made ‘equal’ in a bid to imagine that we are all the same. These days, faculty and professional staff queue next to undergrad students for average-quality takeaway food that mimics the high street. Reducing the space for faculty to network within their institution only deepens siloes. Ironically, this takes place against the repeated mantras of outgoing then incoming university presidents telling us that we need to be more interdisciplinary. Yet they fail to create space for this to happen.

The decline within universities of pleasant spaces to meet and eat and exchange ideas sits in harsh contrast with practices at many top firms. Those routinely take pride in offering good-quality facilities for staff (and particularly experts in the core business) to integrate and network. The interchange of ideas does not happen through randomness. Culture cannot exist in a void. It needs a physical manifestation and a nice one – at least some of the time. It was the creation of this kind of facility that enabled the cross-fertilization of ideas that has helped the modest Rockefeller to achieve more scientific breakthroughs than its peers over many years.

Build a culture of curiosity and continuous learning

Reginald ‘Reg’ Revans, born in 1907, was exposed to many interesting events and people in his ninety-five years.61 In 1910, with his mother, he attended the memorial service for Florence Nightingale. While at his home in Portsmouth, a representative of the seamen lost in the sinking of the Titanic visited his father, who was a marine surveyor and member of the Titanic inquiry panel. Revans’ father had been informed by several engineers who worked on the Titanic that the ship was not ready to be launched. As with Boeing’s Dreamliner and Max aeroplanes, the engineers’ concerns had been ignored by both Harland & Wolff, the shipyard in Belfast that built the Titanic, and the British shipping company, White Star Line. This fact stuck with Revans for the rest of his life.

In his early twenties Reg Revans represented Britain as a long-jumper in the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics, while a doctoral student in astrophysics at the University of Cambridge. In 1930 he won a scholarship to study at the University of Michigan and later he returned to the Cavendish Laboratory at Cambridge. The laboratory was not your everyday lab. It housed five Nobel Prize laureates. Despite their success, Revans found them humble – they were still able to listen and to share ideas.62 This chimed with the words of another extraordinary person Revans met and always remembered: Albert Einstein, who told him: ‘If you think you understand a problem, make sure you are not deceiving yourself.’63

These Nobel Prize laureates were experts in the extreme. Yet they retained open and questioning minds, primed for continuous learning. Revans carried this with him as he developed into a ‘rare original British business thinker’, as Simon Caulkin of the Guardian newspaper described him in an obituary in 2003.64 With extraordinary insight, Revans realized that ‘for an organisation to survive, its rate of learning must be at least equal to the rate of change in its external environment’. This became known as Revans’ Law: L = P + Q (learning = programmed knowledge + questioning insight) – or put differently, success requires expert knowledge and experience, the ingredients of expert leaders.

Revans was not a fan of relying solely on expertise obtained through formal training. He recognized that experience gained through practice was crucial: ‘problem solving, distinguishing between knowledge and wisdom’.65 However, he also understood that learning was hard. He wanted individuals in organizations to share their problems with each other – to listen, question, problem-solve. To do this he created Action Learning, an ingenious process experienced through small groups where one participant shares and studies an issue or problem, their behaviour, action and experience, with others in so-called Action Learning Groups.66 They work in a special, one-sided way. At the centre is a learner, who has an issue to resolve. Group members are permitted to use only questions, never the giving of advice, to try to help the issue-holder examine the problem differently, and their role in it. This is followed by an expectation of ‘action’. Revans understood the power of being honest and of revealing one’s own ignorance and weaknesses. He recognized, too, that traditional learning methods could not always solve practical problems.

In the 1940s and 1950s he created what became Action Learning, working with the UK National Coal Board and the NHS. From first-hand observation down pits and on hospital wards, he was able to show that pits in which managers paid close attention to their men were safer and more efficient than others, while patients in hospital recovered faster when doctors listened to nurses. In all cases, people learned better, faster, and more enduringly from their own problems than from management ‘experts’ importing ‘prefabricated’ knowledge.67 Caulkin described ‘his grounded idea of management as something pragmatic, concrete and rooted in experience – the very opposite of the prevailing, wheeling-and-dealing, short-termist Anglo-Saxon model’. Physicist and scientist Reg Revans pioneered now common concepts of ‘group coaching’ and ‘active listening’.

Notably, Revans drew from his early experience in research laboratories. He knew that scientists shared problems, compared notes, and exchanged ideas. He then applied the same principles to management development programmes. Hollingsworth attributes Rockefeller’s success to an unusually rich learning environment where scientists educate each other across their various scientific fields. ‘In short, the Institute had developed a culture of continuous learning for its scientists’ and ‘the pursuit to learn more and differently persists and prevails’.68

In a world where intellect and technical expertise will produce new wealth, we must follow the example of an organization like Rockefeller that has been uncompromisingly willing to analyse itself through an honest and truthful lens. It has resisted letting non-experts and generalists talk it into being a fat unfocused organization. It has adapted when necessary but, crucially, it has not tried to hang on to traditional processes that no longer work.

Expert leaders foster those subtle cultural elements that allow a company and a workforce to flourish. They serve the fortunes of their companies most effectively.

A call to arms

I hope the contents of this book have provoked a call to arms. The evidence for the power of credible leadership – expert leadership – is compelling. We need to find our way back to common sense. This is a critical juncture in history for our environment, the world economy, Earth’s resources, and the sustainability of species. If we are to survive on a happy and liveable planet, human society has to take the long view, and we must listen to and empower experts, and importantly support their leadership. It will be a challenging time to be at the head of organizations. But good leadership is needed more now, in my judgement, than at any time since the Second World War. So, what are we going to do about it and where do we start? I hope I have offered the material for us to take both small and large steps to an expert-led world.
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PublicAffairs is a publishing house founded in 1997. It is a tribute to the standards, values, and flair of three persons who have served as mentors to countless reporters, writers, editors, and book people of all kinds, including me.

I.F. STONE, proprietor of I. F. Stone’s Weekly, combined a commitment to the First Amendment with entrepreneurial zeal and reporting skill and became one of the great independent journalists in American history. At the age of eighty, Izzy published The Trial of Socrates, which was a national bestseller. He wrote the book after he taught himself ancient Greek.

BENJAMIN C. BRADLEE was for nearly thirty years the charismatic editorial leader of The Washington Post. It was Ben who gave the Post the range and courage to pursue such historic issues as Watergate. He supported his reporters with a tenacity that made them fearless and it is no accident that so many became authors of influential, best-selling books.

ROBERT L. BERNSTEIN, the chief executive of Random House for more than a quarter century, guided one of the nation’s premier publishing houses. Bob was personally responsible for many books of political dissent and argument that challenged tyranny around the globe. He is also the founder and longtime chair of Human Rights Watch, one of the most respected human rights organizations in the world.
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For fifty years, the banner of Public Affairs Press was carried by its owner Morris B. Schnapper, who published Gandhi, Nasser, Toynbee, Truman, and about 1,500 other authors. In 1983, Schnapper was described by The Washington Post as “a redoubtable gadfly.” His legacy will endure in the books to come.
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