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MANAGING

I
t is a truism that a person’s greatest

s t rength can also be his gre at e s t

weakness. But a manager’s greatest

weakness will in most cases be the

u nder s ide of his gre atest strength. The

p er s on who is det er m i ned to ac h ieve a

goal at any cost, the selfless team player,

the salesman who will do anything for a

customer, the plant supervisor who won’t

stop refining a process until it is perfect—

all of them are admirable, but an excess of

such attributes paradoxically leads to dis-

aster. The myth of Achilles shines a light

on this aspect of hu man nat u re. No mat t er

how strong we are or how well prepared,

we all have some weakness that can at the

very least prevent us from re aching ou r

full potential. A nd often it’s not in one’s

head, or heart, or some other vital organ,

but in a place as obscure as one’s heel. 

In short, i t is ha rd for ma na g ers to un-

der s t a nd that the traits that won them pro-

mot ions may no lon g er be de s i ra ble in thei r

pre s ent, swol len form. If something is re-

p e atedly and myster iou sly getting in the way

of your goals, there is a strong likel i ho o d

t hat you fit one of the eight ma naging ty p e s

described below, and that it wou ld be wor t h

your while to at t em pt the unc om for t a ble

c ont or t ions of a he el che c k .

THE HOM E -RUN HITTER 
S ome one we’ll call Ro g er went stra i g h t

f rom col lege to bu s i ness scho ol. After grad-

u ating, he started his own bu s i ness with

family bac king. Within a year it fa i le d .

Ro g er then joi ned a fel low alu m nus and

c la s s mate in anot her vent u re, which also

fa i led. Then he linked up with two ot her

p e o ple in what was on its way to becom i n g

his third con s e c u t i ve fa i led ent er prise. Not e

t hat all of these vent u res were started by

s ome one who had never got t en his fe et wet

wor king for a going conc ern under exper i-

enced exe c u t i ves. Ro g er wa nted so badly to

prove himself that to start at the beginning

in ma r keting, say, or fina nce wou ld have fel t

l i ke fa i lu re to him. 

Successful entrepreneurs strive to man-

age risk, and one impor t a nt way they do so

is by gaining business savvy before going

out on their own. In other words, they try

to hit singles and doubles before swinging

for the fences. But the home -run hitter is

too i m pat ient for that. He’s clear about his

career goal, and long before anyone in a

position with greater experience thinks he

should, he’s ready to go for it. Often such

a per s on is overly com p et i t i ve and wa nt s

to win the game single-handedly to show

everyone concerned that he is a star. 

THE EAR LY HARVE S TER 
The early ha rve s t er is clo s ely related to

the home-run hitter. The latter feels that

after he has worked for a few years and

gone to business school (or law school or

b e c ome a CPA), it is time to “c a sh in.”

The early ha rve s t er is usually no older

than 32. But in his view, he has paid all of

l i fe’s dues in full. Because early ha rve s t er s

have an exaggerated sense of their market

value, they complain about their pay and

working conditions.

Curt had wor ked on Wall St re et doi n g

pr i vate plac ements for three years before

g etting his MBA from a top-tier bu s i ne s s

s c ho ol. Within the first few minutes of

our me eting, the tel l t a le ph rase “pa id my

d ues” popped up. Having sp ent fou r

years at a good col lege, three years doi n g

dema nding wor k, and two years in a

t ough MBA pro g ram, Curt felt he wa s

ent i t led to the sp ot of his choic e— ei t her

as a vent u re capitalist or, even bet t er, do-

ing leveraged bu youts. Un for t u nat el y, po-

s i t ions were few and high-caliber appl i-

c a nts were plentiful, and it is likely that

Curt’s sense of ent i t lement came ac ro s s

in int erv iews. So there was no job in ei-

t her the LBO or vent u re capital wor ld ,

a nd Curt was left “unha rve s t e d . ”

THE MER ITO C RAT 
Such a per s on puts tremendous energy

i nto getting the right answer s — a nd no

energy into ac quiring the power to im-

plement them. These are good cor p orat e

c i t i z ens who of t en end up being devou re d

by sav v ier and more fero c ious co-wor ker s .

Though they may have ended their for ma l

e d uc at ion a long time ago, they have not

made the shift from the wor ld of scho ol ,

w here the right answer is suffic ient, to

one in which they have to per s u ade ot h-

ers of their ideas’ merit. They may even

be proud of their refusal to “play pol i-

t ics.” They are the people who are let go

in a downsizing because they have fa i le d

to demon s t rate their va lue to up p er ma n-

a g ement, and they have a di f f icult time

f i nding new work for the same re a s on. 

Robin was right about (a l mo s t) every-

t h i n g —re a l l y. When she brought her in-

t el l i g ence to bear on a pro blem, you

c ou ld be certain that it was going to be

s ol ved. There might be ot her poi nts of

v iew, but Robin wou ld have ant ic i pat e d

t hem, thought through their we a kne s s e s ,

a nd been pre pa red to cha m pion her ow n

against all ot hers. She was, in addi t ion ,

a r t ic u late in speech and writing and an

e xc el lent pre s ent er. She inva r i a bly fa i le d ,

L i ke Ac h i l les, even the strongest ma na g ers of t en ha r b or easy-to-over lo ok we a k-

nesses. The y ’ re worth the di s c om fort of fixing; unc or rected, the y ’ re of t en fat a l .

BY JAMES WAL DRO OP AND TI MO THY BUTL ER

Eight Failings That Bedevil the Best

NOVEMBER 23, 1998
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ne e ded sha king up and that the unim-

peachable quality of his work made him

the right person to do the shaking. At last

sighting, his future was unc er t a i n — a nd

not one I would have much confidence in.

MR. SPOCK 
As everyone knows, Mr. Spock was the

c ha rac t er on the old telev i s ion pro g ra m

Star Tr e k w ho expressed few emot ion s

himself and had little regard for those of

others. A Spock makes business decisions

without realizing he is supposed to take

into account how people are going to feel

a b out them, even though the de c i s ion s

may make sense on every other level. But

that “minor” matter is usually enough to

frustrate his objectives.

Jack had B.S. and M.S. de g rees from a

top technical institute, an MBA from a top

bu s i ness scho ol, and high-level, releva nt

work exper ience. He was also artic u lat e ,

c ha r i s mat ic, good-lo oking, and an exper t

in his field, mic ro pro c e s s ors. But he had

b e en dismissed from his post as sen ior vic e

pre s ident for ma r keting. Ac c ording to the

pre s ident and ot her exe c u t i ves of his for mer

c om pa n y, Jack made exc el lent de c i s ions on

t he facts but totally ignored the hu man di-

men s ion — p e o ple’s need to fe el inc lu ded in

de c i s ions that had a signific a nt impact on

t hem, and the impor t a nce to them of thei r

relat ion ships with co-wor kers. Over time

his de c i s ions, de spite their impre s s i ve con-

t r i bu t ion to the bot t om line, so alienat e d

p e o ple that he was una ble to carry out his

re sp on s i b i l i t ies effe c t i vely and was fire d .

THE AC ROPHOBE 
More than any other factor, people’s im-

age of them s el ves det er m i nes how high

t hey go. If an able and ot herwise mot i-

vated person cannot envision himself in a

prominent position, he’ll either sabotage

his chances on the way there or do some-

thing to imperil his standing once, some-

how, he has arrived. Of all Achilles’ heels,

this “fear of heights” is the most subtle

and difficult to spot—and treat.

D ick was beginning to sl ide down fa i l-

u re’s sl i p p ery slope when we first met: He

t hought of himself as belonging figurat i vel y

on the tenth flo or, when in re a l i ty he was on

t he 20th and still rising. The result was in-

c reasing ten s ion betwe en his int er nal sen s e

of self and and the self the wor ld knew. As

t he ten s ion grew, so did Dick’s at t em pts to

u nder m i ne the com pany’s good opi n ion of

him. Nor mally con s c ient ious, he’d ski p

A ma na g er na med An ne had been

moved into a senior position with a med-

ical-device maker that had stopped grow-

ing. In her previous assignments she had

been highly successful, but this one repre-

sented a significant step up in responsibil-

ity. In her first six months she was able to

e f fect dra mat ic changes, and she wa s

praised and rewarded accordingly.

Over the fol lowing ye a r, however, her

pro d uc t ion rate slowed and de ad l i ne s

slipped. A nu mb er of posi-

t ions she over s aw fell vac a nt,

yet she somehow cou ld n ’ t

ma nage to fill them, thou g h

her per s on nel bu d g et was as

la rge as ever. She and her staff

wor ked s even days a we ek, of-

t en late into the night, for

months at a time. Yet she hoarded all de-

c i s ion - ma king, fru s t rating the ma na g er s

who directly reported to her. People out-

s ide her de pa r t ment also bec a me fru s-

t rated, since the inva r i a ble response from a

memb er of An ne’s de pa r tment was, “We ’ l l

have to talk to An ne a b out that and get bac k

to you.” 

THE REBE L
Re b els refuse to ad a pt to the surrou ndi n g

c u l t u re. (In a sma l ler nu mb er of cases

t hey are simply obl i v ious to it.) They may

see them s el ves as change agents or, like

t he mer i t o c rats, proudly refuse to play

a long, or “wear the uniform,” or “be a

c lone.” In the process they use up a gre at

deal of pol i t ical capital yet ra rely suc c e e d

in changing the org a n i z at ion. And by

ma king those arou nd them unc om for t-

a ble, they become ostracized and are of-

t en in the end di s m i s s e d .

R ic ky had ma naged to cont rol himsel f

well enough to secure a position with a

prom i nent but stra i t - laced Wall St re et law

firm. Once inside, however, his nat u ral ten-

denc ies asserted them s el ves: He sp oke

w hen he shou ld have been listening, he cir-

c u lated memos containing ina p pro pr i at e

hu mor (by this firm’s stand a rd s), and he

d ressed at va r i a nce with the firm’s un-

s t ated but rel i g iou sly fol lowed dress code

of blue suit, black shoes, white sh i r t, and

red tie. More over, he expressed unsol ic i t e d

a nd unwelc ome opi n ions, and wore his ha i r

a little too long and too tou sled. 

When his mentor commented on these

matters, Ricky at first expressed surprise

a nd even emb a r ra s s ment, but then became

de fen s i ve, ma i ntaining that the firm

however, to ant ic i pate re s i s t a nce to her

ideas by people whose turf they thre at-

ened. But because she was con v i nc e d

t hat her ideas were sel f - ev idently the

b e s t, she cou ld not be bot hered to cam-

paign for them .

THE PE AC E KE E PER
Such people are wonderful at smo ot h i n g

ru f fled fe at hers and getting co-wor kers to

c o o p erate. But they too have trou ble get t i n g

things done. Un l i ke mer i t o-

c rats, who are ine f fe c t i ve be-

c ause they ignore every ne-

c e s s i ty exc e pt being right,

p e ac eke e p ers are ine f fe c t i ve

s i m ply because they are afra id

of getting into a fight. Us u a l l y

t hey lack the skill to arg ue

t heir poi nt without becoming de fen s i ve and

to re s u me a civil relat ion ship once the ar-

g u ment has been won or lost. 

Ted was an en g i ne er who had moved int o

a ma na g ement role. He wou ld hint that he

wa nted people to do things di f ferent l y.

S omet i mes he wou ld re s ort to telling ot her

p e o ple how he wa nted things done in ho p e s

t hat the message wou ld get back to the per-

s on in que s t ion. He wou ld try anything to

avoid having to sit down and say, “Ter ry,

your perfor ma nce on several tasks has not

b e en up to stand a rd, and we need to take

steps to cor rect this.” As a result Ted wa s

moved back into a position with no ma n-

a g ement re sp on s i b i l i t ies at t ac hed to it. 

THE HERO 
The hero gets the job done, but usually at

g re at cost to himself and ot hers. Co - wor k-

ers describe heroes as people who will wa l k

t h rough brick walls to ac c om pl i sh a goal.

Fre quent l y, however, there are qu ic ker and

e a s ier alter nat i ve s — s uch as finding the

do or. They of t en suffer bu r nou t, and thei r

marriages and ot her per s onal relat ion sh i p s

s u f fer. Once their re pu t at ion as slave driver s

spre ads, they have di f f ic u l ty getting people

to work for them. 

Heroes are of t en unwilling to bel ieve

t hat anyone else can do the job as well as

t hey can, and so the la b el of mic roma n-

a g er at t ac hes to them as well. Thou g h

t hey of t en win the ad m i rat ion of thei r

bosses, heroes somet i mes run into trou ble

for failing to consult them or keep them

i n for med. At the same time, when the y ’ re

a sked to do the impossible, they can’t say

no, or at least say that it will take a bit

lon g er than sche d u le d !
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HEROES WILL
WALK THROUGH

BRICK WALLS 
TO REACH A GOAL.
OFTEN, THERE’S
AN ALTERNATIVE.
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w here he went to col lege and his lack of ad-

va nced de g rees. By becoming fully con-

s c ious of his belittling sel f - i mage, Dick wa s

a ble to gra sp its essential absurdi ty. And by

develo ping a bet t er sense of pro p or t ion (it’s

n ice to have a daisy chain of de g rees, but I

don’t need one at this com pany to exc el ) ,

D ick was able to conquer his

fe elings of inade qu acy and

bring his pr i vate sense of him-

s elf into clo s er alignment with

everyone else’s sense of him.

The cha rac t er types de-

scribed above are all self-de-

structive but certainly not doomed. If you

recognized yourself in any of them, you’re

already ahead of the game. Though you

may not think of the trait you may be

proudest of as one you should be curtail-

ing, you may want to try the following ex-
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ercise anyway. If, for exa m ple, you love

staying on top of a project’s every detail,

de c l i ne to rev iew some de c i s ion of a

t rusted subordi nate. Begin with a rela-

tively minor one, and then work your way

up to those of gre at er impor t a nce. You

may find not only that nothing has gone

wrong but also that the sub-

ordi nate has a bit more

b ou nce to his step—and that

your anxiety levels have de-

clined as his confidence lev-

els have risen.

Of course, it helps to have

a ment or, coach, or con f i-

d a nt to help you mon i t or your behav ior

a nd give you fe e d b ack. With the right

amount of self-awareness and motivation,

habits you did not even suspect were caus-

ing trouble can be gradually brought un-

der control. F

me etings, fail to return impor t a nt phone

calls, and generally pro c ra s t i nate. 

When I asked him how he felt abou t

h i m s elf in his current role, his re sp onse wa s

u n forg et t a ble. “Somet i mes, when I’m sit-

ting in me etings of the exe c u t i ve team, and

c ertainly in me etings with the board, I say

to myself, ‘Uh-oh, these are grow nup s ! ’

S omet i mes I actually fe el as if my suit is

too big on me— l i ke I’m a little kid we a r i n g

his fat her’s suit.” 

D ick was being held back by not h i n g

more real than his own obsolete mental pic-

t u re of who he was and where he belon g e d .

For t u nat el y, Dick did not con s ider himsel f

f u nd a mentally unwor t h y. If he had, it 

is unlikely that he, or most ma na g ers simi-

larly affl icted, wou ld ever have at t a i ne d

ma na g erial status. Rat her, he suffered from

i n s e c u r i t ies that grew out of the exa g g er-

ated impor t a nce he gave to things like
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OF ALL AC HIL L E S ’
HEELS, “FEAR OF

HEIGH TS” IS 
T HE MOST DIF F I-
C ULT TO SPOT—
A ND TO TREAT.
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