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Nice Guys Finish First

An analysis of the power of a leader to set a positive – or negative – emotional tone in an organisation was undertaken within the US Navy, where the standards for superior performance are cut-and-dried: annual awards are given to the most efficient, safest, and most prepared squadrons.  In an extensive comparison of superior and just-average commands, a striking difference in the emotional tone the commanding officers set was revealed.  The very best commmands, it turned out, were run not by Captain Ahab types who terrorized their crews, but by, well ..... nice guys.

The superior leaders managed to balance  a people-oriented personal style with a decisive command role.  They did not hesitate to take charge, to be purposeful, assertive, and businesslike.  But the greatest difference between average and superior leaders was in their emotional style.  The most effective leaders were more positive and outgoing, more emotionally expressive and dramatic, warmer and more sociable (including smiling more), friendlier and more democratic, more cooperative, more likeable and “fun to be with,” more appreciative and trustful, and even gentler than those who were merely average.

By contrast, the mediocre navy leaders reflected the classic stereotype of the military taskmaster.  They were legalistic, negative, harsh, disapproving , and egocentric.  Compared to the superior commanders, the average ones were more authoritarian and controlling, more domineering and tough-minded, more aloof and self-centered, and needed to show they were right more often.  They led by the book, throught the rules and the assertion of the raw power of their postion.  And it did not work, even in the military, where this emotional style might seem to find its natural home.

From “Working With Emotional Intelligence” by Daniel Goleman

