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Leadership consists of opposing strengths, and most 
leaders have a natural tendency to overdevelop one 
strength at the expense of another. The resulting imbal-
ance diminishes a leader’s effectiveness; however, leaders 
who work to guard against such lopsidedness can 
increase their versatility and impact.

Modern conceptions of leadership suffer from a serious 
limitation. Although it is generally acknowledged that 
effective leaders must possess a number of sometimes 
seemingly contradictory qualities and skill sets, the idea 
that a strength taken to an extreme can be a weakness 
does not seem to have registered fully in the practice 
of management.1 The notion that inadequate perfor-
mance results from underdoing any of the requisite 
skills—delegating, giving direction, communicating, 
cooperating with peers, and so forth—is well established 

and reflected in most formal systems designed to assess 
managers for selection or development. However, the 
idea that performance problems can just as easily spring 
from taking a given behavior to an extreme has received 
far less attention.

Perhaps the focus on overdoing hasn’t been as sharp 
because its problematic aspects are not immediately 
obvious—after all, leaders often must go to extremes to 
meet tough challenges. It is difficult to draw the line, 
however, between making the serious effort required 
to get things done and going too far.2 A problem 
commonly seen in recently promoted senior executives, 
for example, is their difficulty in adjusting their skill 
sets to the requirements of their higher level jobs. What 
had, in their previous positions, been a seemingly inof-
fensive, even useful, tendency to get heavily involved in 
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operational detail can become a big liability in their new 
roles, resulting in the misallocation of time and attention 
away from strategic considerations or getting in the way 
of direct reports’ ability to do their jobs. Still, even in 
executive positions, there are situations that require the 
individual to get deeply involved. For senior managers, 
then, effectiveness hinges on the ability to appropriately 
gear their leadership qualities and skills to the circum-
stances at hand.

The lack of balance in leadership, which is linked to 
the idea of overdoing and is well known to individual 
managers, has also not fully registered in the practice 
of management. When presented with two opposing 
approaches, people in general have a tendency to 
polarize, placing a high value on the approach in which 
they have greater faith and competence while over-
looking or demeaning the value of the other. Despite 
their obvious intelligence, executives are no different. 
They may be too task-oriented and not sufficiently 
people-oriented, too tough and not responsive enough 
to people’s needs, too big-picture-oriented with not 
enough emphasis on planning and follow-through. One 
strategically gifted individual, for example, called the 
practical process of implementing plans “operational 
gruel.” A senior manager who made a career of turning 
around troubled operations spoke of strategy meetings 
as “spending fluff time.” A naturally powerful leader 
expressed severe misgivings about “get-along/go-along” 
types. Another was too attached to the idea of being 
“nice” to his people and harbored resentment toward 
managers who lead with obvious personal power.

We have commonly seen imbalances like these when 
assessing executives in our consulting work on lead-
ership. To address the imbalances, we have found it 
helpful to define leadership skills and qualities in terms 
of paired approaches that may look like opposites but 
together constitute a balanced whole.3 This view leads 
to the notion of leadership effectiveness as the ability to 
draw freely from two opposing sides as appropriate for 
a given situation, unencumbered by prejudice against or 
bias for either—in other words, the ability to be versa-
tile. It became clear to us in our work that there are two 
overarching balances to be struck in that regard: the 
balance between forceful leadership and enabling leader-
ship (the first to emerge and the one we have studied 
the most) and the balance between strategic leadership 

and operational leadership. That is not to say that no 
other major distinctions apply—that between general-
management skills and technical/functional expertise, 
for instance—but the two highlighted here far exceed 
any others in importance.

Consulting the literature and relying on our firsthand 
exposure to executive leaders, we define forceful leader-
ship on the basis of a leader’s own intellect and energy—
taking charge, taking stands, having leadership presence, 
being decisive, setting challenging expectations for 
people, holding them accountable, making tough calls, 
asking probing questions and so on. We define enabling 
leadership as creating conditions for other people to be 
forces in their own right—empowering them, being 
receptive to where others stand on issues, being respon-
sive to the needs of others, being understanding when 
others don’t deliver, sharing the limelight and so on.

We define strategic leadership as setting long-term 
direction, thinking broadly about the organization, 
seeking ways to grow the business, aligning people 
with the vision and strategy, and the like. We define 
operational leadership as focusing on short-term results, 
getting involved in operational detail, being grounded in 
the realities of implementing strategy, using processes to 
keep people on track, and so on.

The two balances seem to complement each other: The 
strategic–operational duality describes what managers 
work on; the forceful–enabling duality describes how 
they go about it.

These two essential pairs are tacitly understood, if not 
fully formulated, by most managers. Indeed, leader-
ship experts have long made similar distinctions in the 
literature. Forceful and enabling, for example, are our 
terms (actually, the language that managers use) for 
a distinction that has been made repeatedly over the 
last 50 years—autocratic and participative, initiating 
structure and consideration, “command and control” 
and employee-centered.4 Yet the models in common 
use today—called competency models—often consist of 
long, unmemorable lists of skills and personal qualities 
not generally grouped in pairwise fashion. Therefore, 
these models miss the chance to identify lopsidedness, 
in our view the most common impediment to devel-
oping effective leadership. Our position is based on the 
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essentially two-sided nature of leadership: For every 
truth there is an equal and opposing truth, and leader-
ship models are more useful for respecting that reality.

Identifying Lopsided Leadership
For an assessment tool to diagnose lack of balance, or 
lopsidedness, it must be able to measure overdoing, 
something that commonly used performance-rating 
scales typically do not do. Rather, they reinforce the 
“more is better” view by attempting to measure either 
how often the manager engages in the behavior (for 
example, a five-point “extent” scale that ranges from 
“not at all” to “to a very great extent”) or how well 
the manager performs a given task or behavior (for 
example, on a five-point scale that ranges from “ineffec-
tive” to “outstanding”).5 Since it is assumed that higher 
ratings on these scales indicate proficiency or mastery, 
no distinction is drawn between “very often” and “too 
often,” nor any recognition of the possibility that a 
manager could possess too much of a desired quality.6

What is needed, then, is a way of measuring leadership 
that allows for the possibility, in fact the reality, that 
sub-par managerial performance can result not only from 
a deficiency of certain skills and behaviors, but also from 
an excess of them as well. Aristotle made this decep-
tively simple truth central to his “Ethics.”7 He thought 
of virtue, or efficacy, as the midpoint between excess and 
deficiency. To measure performance in accordance with 
this old and worthy idea, we need only employ a rating 
scale that allows raters to distinguish between too little, 
the right amount, and too much.

The Lopsided Leader

One of the most common patterns in leadership is an 
overbalance toward being forceful and away from being 
enabling. There are many variations to this theme. Some 
individuals are aggressive to the point of being abrasive 
and abusive. Others take so much responsibility that 
they crowd out their own staff. Still others are so focused 
on having their own unit—an extension of themselves—
perform exceptionally well that they do not cooperate 
with peers, and even have contentious relationships with 
them. Although it is less common, the converse pattern 
also occurs with regularity—an overreliance on enabling 
behaviors and an underreliance on forceful ones. Some 
managers are such good listeners, facilitators, and 
consensus builders that their people don’t know what 

they stand for. Other managers are so respectful of other 
people and so afraid of imposing their ideas on them that 
they fail to assert themselves. Others have such great 
faith in people and their potential to develop that they 
are painfully slow to act on performance problems.

The Versatile Leader

Versatility—which is the absence of imbalance—is also 
most usefully defined in terms of pairs of opposing quali-
ties and skills. Versatile leaders are able to continually 
adjust their behavior, deftly applying the right approach, 
to the right degree, for the circumstances at hand.10 
These are people who can pivot readily from forcing a 
tough issue to fostering harmony, from holding a blue-
sky session to digging into an immediate problem. In 
that way, the virtues of each approach are maximized 
and its potential liabilities are avoided. (See “The Virtues 
and Vices of Leadership Styles.”) It may be advantageous 
to be exceptionally directive or tough, for example, in 
a turnaround or crisis, but the same approach may be 
counterproductive in the early stages of negotiating a 
strategic alliance. Unfortunately, versatility is in short 
supply. Our research revealed that not even one in five 
leaders qualifies as versatile.

The Virtues and Vices of Leadership Styles

Because the two sets of leadership skills in a duality 
comprise opposite approaches, managers can experience 
tension between them or even see them as contradictory 
or incompatible. The challenge for the versatile leader is 
thus to meet what F. Scott Fitzgerald called “the test of 
a first-rate intelligence”: to hold two opposed ideas in the 
mind at the same time and still retain the ability to func-
tion. That challenge is all the greater, given that most 
leaders will have to overcome their bias in favor of one 
of the ideas and against the other. This notion of versa-
tility is not to be mistaken as moderation in all things. 
It simply denotes a wide and flexible range of behaviors, 
which can indeed include immoderate behavior when 
extreme circumstances require it.

Versatility pays off. Our research found a close associa-
tion between versatility, as measured by our 360-degree 
questionnaire, and overall effectiveness. In every 
sample of senior managers we have studied, we found 
substantial correlations between ratings of effective-
ness and versatility on both the forceful–enabling and 
strategic–operational dualities. These strong statistical 
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relationships reflect the fact that versatile managers are 
consistently regarded as the most effective leaders in 
their organizations.

Our data also revealed that, in addition to versatile 
and lopsided, there is a third, less prevalent leadership 
pattern: what might be called the “disengaged leader,” 
one who underdoes both sides of a duality. Disengaged 
leadership is associated with the lowest ratings of 
effectiveness.11

The Root Causes of Imbalance
The fact that so many managers are lopsided on one or 
another duality raises the question: What throws off 
their behavior?

Uneven Skill Development

Imbalance can be a function of something as straight-
forward as overdeveloping one side (hypertrophy) and 
neglecting to develop the other (atrophy). For example, 
when a manager is repeatedly given the same type of 
assignment because of his or her obvious strengths in 
that area, it can deprive that manager of the opportu-
nity to round out his or her repertoire. Also, the skills 
most critical to success on the lower levels of an orga-
nization—forceful and operational leadership—tend 
to be well developed in managers and are consequently 
overused as those managers rise to more senior levels.12 

Similarly, the strategic 
and enabling skills that 
can be crucial in upper 
management tend to 
be underdeveloped in 
freshly minted senior 
managers.

Skewed Mental Models

All managers operate 
on the basis of assump-
tions, beliefs, values, and 
attitudes. When these 
notions are uninformed, 
untrue or otherwise 
distorted, they in turn 
distort the leader’s 
behavior.13 The least 
problematic case occurs 
when an executive fails 

to realize that the skills that earned her a senior-level 
position are not the same as those required in that posi-
tion—that she is, for example, no longer responsible for 
actually doing research and development or marketing 
but for orchestrating the efforts of those who are.

Overgeneralizations also tilt leaders toward imbalance.14 

For instance, managers who interpret their employees’ 
need for autonomy as a mandate to be completely hands-
off will often give their staff plenty of latitude to do their 
jobs but not make themselves sufficiently available to 
provide technical assistance or emotional support; execu-
tives with a core belief in “putting others first” may listen 
extraordinarily well but have a difficult time articulating 
their own views with the conviction that their staffs are 
looking for; managers with exaggerated fears of over-
stepping bounds can be accommodating to their peers 
but inhibited from fighting for the resources that their 
units need.

One-Sided Values

Executives will tend to underemphasize certain skills 
and approaches that they simply do not deem impor-
tant or part of their jobs. We have seen many executives 
give short shrift to the operational aspects of their jobs 
because they characterize such attentiveness as being 
“consumed with details,” whereas they envision that 
their mandate is dealing with strategic considerations. 
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They believe they no longer need to follow up or follow 
through, and they have yet to discover that those func-
tions simply take on a different character in higher-level 
positions.

Executives also tend to overdo those things on which 
they place a premium. Those who are goal-oriented 
and focused sharply on hitting their targets see all too 
clearly how important it is to get things done, but they 
may overlook the strategic question of whether the right 
things are getting done. It is difficult for them to see how 
something they believe in deeply can be taken too far. It 
is only when they are asked to consider what goals and 
functions are being neglected because of their extreme 
behaviors that the problem begins to come into focus.

Fear of Inadequacy

A good deal of out-of-balance leadership results from 
the fear of being inadequate or incompetent even 
though, in our experience, most executives tend to 
underestimate their true abilities. Managers will avoid 
things they believe they are not good at, such as public 
speaking or dealing with technical issues such as infor-
mation systems or even e-mail. We have seen executives 
isolate themselves because they are insecure about their 
ability to relate to other people, or they shy away from 
strategy because they fear they are intellectually inade-
quate.15 Of course, this sets up a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
Managers who avoid certain approaches because of self-
perceived deficiencies forgo the opportunity to improve.

Ironically, underestimating oneself can also lead to over-
doing certain behaviors. Managers who privately under-
rate their own competence, for instance, are liable to 
put pressure on themselves to demonstrate their value at 
every opportunity, depriving their staff of the chance to 
answer their own questions or solve their own problems. 
Others who believe they are not well liked may ignore 
subordinates’ performance problems. Indeed, many of 
the excesses in managerial behavior are compensatory.

The tendency to do too much is often linked to a 
concern about doing too little. Driven people, for 
example, lack objectivity about what is reasonable to 
expect of themselves and others. The literature on 
perfectionism is replete with insights into this phenom-
enon.16 Managers who take too much responsibility are 
privately afraid that they will not take enough. Those 

who take too much power may harbor a mistaken sense 
of themselves as relatively powerless. Individuals who 
intimidate others intellectually are surprised to hear 
that said about themselves, because they actually feel 
intellectually inadequate. Senior managers who take too 
much credit or are arrogant are actually among the least 
sure of themselves.

The Tendency To Polarize

Human beings’ inherent tendency to see choices as 
either/or scenarios feeds into the psychology of over-
doing and underdoing. When presented with a pair of 
opposing virtues, most people tend to choose one over 
the other, though in fact they may not even realize they 
are making a choice. For whatever personal, historical, 
or organizational reason, they adopt a principle, a truth 
about leadership, and do not realize they are forsaking 
its complementary truth.

Take the case of an executive who excels at treating 
people well. She listens attentively and creates an atmo-
sphere in which people feel comfortable speaking up in 
meetings. She empowers people and supports them when 
they need help. She is soft-spoken and nonthreatening. 
She believes in this way of leading and strongly identi-
fies with it. The problem is that she has turned her back 
on power and self-assertion, on telling people what they 
may not want to hear—for example, that she is not satis-
fied with their performance or is unhappy about a missed 
deadline. This is a nearly pure case of polarizing. The 
individual has formed a blind attachment to the enabling 
side of leadership because she can find practically no 
fault with it. She has misgivings about the forceful side 
because she focuses only on its negative aspects and 
excesses. The side she turns away from becomes her blind 
side and compromises her performance.

How Managers Can Improve Themselves
An out-of-balance leadership style almost always rests on 
the shaky foundation of distorted beliefs about leader-
ship, as well as associated fears. The duality-oriented 
model of leadership is useful because it naturally calls 
attention to the beliefs and feelings that underlie a 
manager’s approach. (See “Leadership Models and 
Measures as an Organizational Intervention.”) The 
resulting self-awareness puts managers in a stronger 
position to increase their versatility and, thereby, boost 
their effectiveness.



 13 the Analyst   Business Supplement 2015

Developing Versatile Leadership  continued

Leadership Models and Measures as an 
Organizational Intervention

Organizations regularly adopt leadership models to 
reinforce or change their leadership culture. If such a 
model is to send a message, it must be compact and clear, 
which the oft-used long lists of competencies—however 
worthy—are not. A list ought to be short enough to 
be remembered, and the desired leadership qualities 
should be significant enough to make an impression 
on managers. It also helps if the list is integrated. The 
unifying principle that we favor is versatility, the capacity 
to strike balances between opposite types of leader-
ship. This has the added advantage of reflecting the real 
tensions and tradeoffs that make the job of management 
a balancing act. What organization doesn’t, for example, 
need to strike a balance between strategic leadership and 
operational leadership—between positioning the organi-
zation for the future and executing its short-term objec-
tives? How many organizations are trying to be more 
customer-oriented and less internally oriented?

The first step toward correcting imbalance is to see it 
in oneself. Our data show that executives have diffi-
culty with this: Their reading of their versatility, or lack 
thereof, was often inaccurate. Self-ratings were barely 
related to coworker ratings—on versatility, on effective-
ness, or on the link between the two. Yet superior, peer, 
and subordinate ratings showed substantial convergence 
with one another. What’s more, self-ratings of versatility 
bore virtually no relationship to self-ratings of overall 
effectiveness.17 It seems that everyone sees leadership 
imbalances and their link to ineffectiveness except for 
the person in question.

Whether a manager overdoes or underdoes something, 
he tends to look upon it as the proper response to the 
task at hand. Because he overdoes what he’s good at, he 
places a high value on it and has a difficult time seeing 
how one can do too much of a good thing. Because he 
underdoes what he does not value, he has trouble seeing 
the problem with neglecting what he deems valueless 
behavior. It is no wonder that performance problems 
don’t get corrected easily.

Strengthening the Weak Side

If they’re not careful, managers can fool themselves into 
thinking that making up a versatility deficit is merely a 
matter of acquiring a skill. But reversing an imbalance 

requires internal work—contending with a misconcep-
tion, a bias, a prejudicial attitude, or a fear. The easiest 
internal change is simply to recognize what the job 
requires. It is relatively easy to make that intellectual 
adjustment, but the emotional and behavioral adjust-
ments are not nearly as straightforward.

It can be equally challenging to put a highly personal 
modus operandi into perspective. A manager who, for 
instance, values her own autonomy and self-sufficiency 
and operates best that way must nevertheless recognize 
that her staff’s needs may be quite different and that she 
must adjust her style to meet those needs.

Harder still for a manager is overcoming an inhibition or 
fear of what he would become if he were to strengthen 
his neglected side. Forceful managers, for example, 
worry that they will become weak. Overly enabling 
managers worry that they will become mean, abrasive, 
or power-mongering. Looking across the dividing line, 
they see not the virtues of the other side but the worst 
excesses, and they recoil. These fears cut straight to the 
heart of managers’ sense of who they are. The more out 
of balance the manager, the more polarized the mind-set 
and the stiffer the emotional challenge.

Complicating the task, otherwise objective managers 
have difficulty gauging how much of the new behavior 
they are exhibiting and, afraid of exhibiting too much, 
they regularly overestimate. As one shrewd fellow said, 
“I’m learning that when I think I’m coming on like a ton 
of bricks not to worry about that because my sensors are 
bad and so my data are unreliable.” Knowing this, he has 
taken to asking others for their reading.

Moderating the Overused Side

To stop overdoing it, managers also need to do some 
internal work, although of a somewhat different char-
acter. Rather than strengthening muscles they have 
allowed to atrophy, they have to undertrain muscles 
developed to the point of hypertrophy. That kind of work 
involves learning to place less value on, and identify less 
with, a particular skill or personal quality such as opera-
tional competence or tough-mindedness. Underneath 
these exaggerated values or distorted beliefs often lie 
unacknowledged needs or fears. Managers whose fear of 
not being responsible enough leads to a debilitating sense 
of responsibility, or whose anxiety about not adding 
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enough value causes them to strain to prove themselves 
at every opportunity often cannot allay such anxieties 
on their own. They can, however, be greatly aided with 
positive feedback about their competence in general or 
in the particular respect that they fret about—if they can 
internalize the feedback.18

The key to moderating strengths that have been taken to 
an extreme is for managers to learn to be more nuanced in 
their application. When managers contemplate easing up, 
they tend to worry that they will lose all of the capability 
they rely so heavily upon. Unconsciously, they treat any 
modulation as binary. They need to see the control mecha-
nism not as an on-off switch, but rather as a dial, one that 
they simply can turn down a notch or two. They don’t 
have to give up their gift; they can instead make more 
discriminating, and therefore more effective, use of it.
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About the Research
The research reported here proceeded in two stages. The 
first stage was action research: We conducted compre-
hensive assessments of the leadership of individual senior 
managers by interviewing scores of coworkers, past and 
present, and administering a battery of psychological 
tests. We analyzed the data rigorously and interpreted 
it with each executive.i Patterns gradually emerged—
forcefulness taken to an extreme, enabling leadership as 
the complement of forceful leadership, the tendency for 
executives to be lopsided one way or the other, and so 
on.ii Robert Kaplan then developed a 360-degree survey 
to measure versatility, or lack thereof, on forceful and 
enabling leadership. Later, a second major duality—stra-
tegic and operational leadership—emerged from our 
ongoing action research, and we added it to the survey. 
Above all, the survey needed a way to capture overdoing, 
which is integral to imbalance. 

We built such a scale into our Leadership Versatility 
Index,8 a 360-degree questionnaire that we have used for 
10 years. In addition to identifying deficiency and suffi-
ciency, the assessment tool also captures an executive’s 
tendency to take things to an extreme. The rating scale’s 
ability to capture overdoing on a single dimension like 
forceful leadership can in turn help identify an imbal-
ance on a duality such as forceful/enabling.

Using an early version of 
the Leadership Versatility 
Index, we constructed two 
statistically sound scales, 
one to measure forceful 
leadership and the other 
for enabling leadership (for 
example, “Makes tough 
calls” vs. “Compassionate,” 
“Makes judgments” 
vs. “Shows apprecia-
tion,” “Forces issues” vs. 
“Fosters harmony”). When 
we studied a sample of 
107 U.S. executives by 
soliciting ratings from 
them and 1,036 of their 
co-workers—superiors, 
peers, and direct reports—
we found, as expected, a 

strong inverse relationship between the two scales. That 
is, the more forceful managers are, the less enabling they 
are and vice versa.9 Thus, many managers do not move 
freely between opposing modes; they show a bias in favor 
of one mode and a prejudice against its complement.  

Robert E. Kaplan and Robert B. Kaiser are consultants  
with Kaplan DeVries Inc. of Greensboro, North Carolina. 
(Kaplan is based in New York City.) Contact them at 
bkaplan@kaplandevries.com and rkaiser@kaplandevries.com.

Reprinted with permission (c) 2013 from MIT Sloan 
Management Review/Massachusetts Institute of Technology . 


