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Why don’t more leaders learn better and 
faster? Why do they fall into the same black 

holes? An annual Gallup poll has revealed (yet 
again) that worker morale is in the pits; fewer than 
one in three (30%) say they are engaged in their 
jobs. Released July 24, 2013, this study reflects a 
spiraling trend. I wonder if some employees are so 
disengaged that they did not even respond, which 
would mean the actual state of disconnection is 
even worse than this poll suggests.

Most leaders talk about the importance of 
engaging workers, and recognize the connection 
between employee morale and performance. So 
why do many repeat the same things that reap the 
same disappointing results?

The executive summary of the Gallup report 
contends that active and positive leadership is 
necessary to remedy disengagement. The pollsters 
report that engagement is critical to an organiza-
tion’s success; that many managers are themselves 
disengaged; that managers’ approaches set the 
tone for workers’ mind-set; that “engagement has 
a greater impact on performance than corporate 
policies and perks”; and that lack of employee en-
gagement translates (no surprise) into diminished 
customer interest.

Essentially, many organizations are experiencing 
a pandemic, pass-it-on cultural cycle. Too many 

leaders are relatively disengaged, 
setting the tone by their actions 
(modeling negative as well as 
positive attitudes and actions) and, 
thereby, do not effectively bolster/
align frontline supervisors who, in 
turn, infect workers. Not surpris-
ingly, employees transmit nega-
tive mind-sets upward to their 
supervisors or managers, sideways 
to peers, and out to external clients 
(customer disservice).

These numbers match my 
experience with many companies. 
I have seen negative working 
attitudes that range from “Who 
cares?” to “It doesn’t matter” to 
“Just waiting for the weekend” 
and worse. In some ways, it is 

surprising that businesses are productive with so 
many caring so little.

I could cite many reasons workers mentally opt 
out of their jobs. Exhaustion from trying to do the 

work of a too-lean workforce; corresponding pres-
sures to do even more with diminishing resources 
or intangible support; lack of trust in bait-and-
switch management techniques (e.g., “These 
significant cuts in benefits are actually good for 
you”). The list goes on.

What concerns me is the level of misguided, 
stay-the-course leadership. Too many are fiddling 
while their organizations burn.

Issues ADD Up: Sidestepping Three Leadership Flaws
Experience has shown that even bright leaders 

can be afflicted by leadership ADD: arrogance, 
distraction and disconnection.

Flaw #1: Arrogance
Arrogance is the most dangerous leadership 

flaw. Thinking you are infallible, omniscient or 
just smarter than everyone else inevitably leads to 
underestimating others or to overestimating that 
you have all the right answers. It is an Achilles 
heel of those who are smart but think they are 
more clever than they really are. As Jeff Immelt, 
GE chair and CEO says, “[T]op leaders cannot 
allow weak spots to be blind spots.”

“I’ve got it” thinking naturally closes the door 
to further inquiry and progress, and it can lead to 
ignoring or, worse, punishing, any hint of negative 
feedback that suggests the company or leader is not 
world class. I have seen this in several companies 
struggling to improve safety culture. Two interna-
tional companies come to mind, one in manufac-
turing, the other in the service sector. Although 
their work was different, both organizations were 
led by executives who clearly communicated that 
it was disloyal to voice or even think that anything 
was less than perfect about the company’s safety 
performance and culture. These stances ignored 
the statistics showing that injuries were prevalent 
and that performance was not improving.

In companies with similar leadership, people 
tend to blame others for not thinking positively or 
for not doing what is expected. Not-me thinking 
dominates; fingers are pointed at all except the 
senior leader(s). Ironically, while select executives 
rail against everyone else’s lack of personal re-
sponsibility, they are modeling not taking respon-
sibility for their own actions (which shout louder 
than any exhortations).

Furthermore, such senior leaders are typically 
far more focused on executing the positions of 
managers who report problems than they are on 
executing effective change. Even when B-level 
leaders cautiously acknowledge shortfalls in com-
munications, training and other areas, they must 
do so privately to preserve their jobs.

Faced with such an environment, honest, stra-
tegic and confident management leaders escape to 
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other companies, thereby leaving behind a greater concen-
tration of “yes” managers. As a result, even more time is 
spent covering rears, which further deflates engagement and 
performance.

Contrast this with Anil Mathur, CEO of Alaska Tanker Co., 
the world’s safest and most environmentally responsible oil 
tanker company. Anil nurtures a mind-set of being continu-
ally curious about better, more efficient, safer methods and 
means. Despite the company’s longstanding success, he 
and his team are focused on ways to heighten alertness and 
mindfulness during long work hours.

Hubris does, indeed, go before a fall. As experience shows, 
leaders who are not humble (e.g., realize they don’t know 
everything, have personal limitations that may be blind 
spots) become humbled by the market and/or forces of 
change. As a study published in the Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology reveals, “When people are lacking in cogni-
tive skills, including the ability to anticipate others’ reactions 
to their own behavior, they are unable to recognize what 
they did wrong. What it boils down to: The more incompe-
tent you are at dealing with other people, the smarter you 
believe yourself to be.”

What can leaders do to prevent arrogance from insidiously 
taking over? They must control their own mind-set. After all, 
how can would-be leaders effectively influence the mind-set 
of employees, supervisors and midmanagers if they cannot 
first control their own?

To assert personal control, leaders must monitor themselves 
for the creep of self-satisfaction. They might listen to their 
internal dialogue as well as to words spoken to others about 
the relative intelligence of employees and midmanagers, and 
recognize that others have areas of experience and expertise 
that augment their own. When they are frustrated, they might 
discipline themselves to curb saying things such as, “Anyone 
who has an accident is stupid.” They can actively and sincerely 
invite other opinions, especially those that differ; in fact, they 
should specifically solicit opposite viewpoints. When plan-
ning, they embrace curiosity rather than certainty. 

Flaw #2: Distraction
Distraction equates to loss of focus. Leaders who fail 

to keep their eye on the ball wind up vigorously pursuing 
secondary or even tertiary objectives while critical ones are 
sidelined. For example, they might focus on the company’s 
fifth largest injury source while more prevalent problems 
plague the workforce. This can occur when leaders are frus-
trated, get sidetracked or think they have tried everything to 
make breakthroughs. What leaders do not see, they cannot 
respond to. Too often, the day’s relatively minor turmoils 
override the long-term mission.

Also, distracted leaders’ perspectives may become overly 
myopic. For example, a leader might approve the purchase 
of relatively cheap molded plastic chairs that will eventu-
ally contribute to expensive and disabling low back pain. A 
leader might get seduced by a quick fix; make statements or 
promises designed to alleviate short-term fears that instead 
inflate expectations; or create unsustainable reward systems 
that eventually foster complacency or push back.

Distraction can also be exhibited when a leader disre-
gards feedback or misses deadlines; makes unrealistic plans; 
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or spends too much time on routine 
activities that sap creativity and com-
mitment (e.g., stamp-the-ticket safety 
investigations or training, because-we-
have-to safety meetings).

Again, distraction in leadership 
typically ripples out to others, often 
followed by a surge of attention-based 
injuries. When alerted to these prob-
lems, leaders who are both distracted 
and arrogant often reflexively react with 
anger and blame, not considering how 
they have modeled distraction.

Directing others’ attention—be it 
toward common objectives, meeting 
deadlines, working in concert with oth-
ers, choosing productive actions that 
are also as safe as possible—is a critical 
leadership function. But how can lead-
ers help others focus when they cannot 
control their own attention?

Other symptoms of distraction 
include not listening to others nor 
displaying concern for their work prog-
ress; not attending critical (e.g., safety) 
conferences (or displaying inattention if 
present); and remaining unconcernedly 
ignorant of critical actions or contribut-
ing factors that affect desired objectives.

To overcome distraction, leaders must 
take time to focus on the big picture, 
such as where the organization has been 
as well as the direction and strength 
of its momentum into the future and 
assessing current obstacles to next-step 
accomplishments. They might also ask 
others to alert them when they are get-
ting too “nose to the grindstone” and 
missing important actions or trends.

The business world is filled with po-
tential distractions. Leaders must have 
the self-discipline to steadfastly steer 
toward the lands of opportunities while 
avoiding shoals, dead-end tributaries 
and collisions with other obstacles.

Flaw #3: Disconnection
Disconnection is disabling. Accord-

ing to industrial psychologist Frederick 
Herzberg, one of the worst problems 
for leaders is becoming disconnected 
from workers, customers and their 
company’s real work. This can happen 
when they spend too much time on 
calls, with analysts and other noncus-
tomer outsiders, in front of computers 
and in meetings surrounded by others 
reticent to speak truthfully, and far 
away from those producing the com-
pany’s products or services.

I have witnessed the awkward con-
sequences of such disconnection many 
times. I have seen senior leaders attempt 
to talk about the importance of safety 
during a short conference introduction 
or presentation only to make it painfully 
obvious that they know little about the 
topic. I have also seen leaders com-
municate in generic catchphrases (e.g., 
“Safety is important.” “Pay attention 
and think before you act.” “Don’t get 
hurt.” “Safety’s number one.”) that are 
devoid of tangible meaning.

Presenting without understanding 
signals lack of interest. Such ill-con-
ceived speeches typically boomerang, 
demotivating participants, squandering 
opportunities to persuade and damag-
ing credibility. It might be better to say 
nothing at all.

Recall the Gallup poll that reveals 
many leaders are disengaged. This is an 
obvious form of disconnection. Again, 
disengaged leaders beget disengaged 
workers. Leaders must truly lead the 
way by finding significance, importance, 
meaning and enjoyment in their own 
mission and what they do each day.

Trust underlies successful organi-
zational alignment and teamwork. 
Disconnection typically tarnishes trust. 
If a leader is not really present and 
does not seem to care, why should 
workers trust that s/he understands 
and has their interests in mind? Many 
companies waste much time covering 
rears, second-guessing or even actively 

undercutting others due to a strong 
undercurrent of distrust. (For more on 
how leaders can heighten trust, see 
“Building Trust for Safety Leadership” 
at www.asse.org/psextra.)

Clearly, making better contact fills 
the prescription for leaders who wish 
to reduce disconnection. Face time is 
important, but how leaders accom-
plish this is more important than just 
being seen. They must do more than 
just walk through a workplace flashing 
a half-smile or distributing formulaic 
greetings. Leaders must take time to 
engage in conversation with others. 
Ask questions such as, “Do you think 
anything has been changing with safe-
ty?” Find out what workers, managers, 
key customers and others really think 
and worry about, and where they have 
seen positive improvements.

Leaders who make introductions at 
safety conferences and during recogni-
tion ceremonies should speak person-
ally about previous challenges, lessons 
learned and their own safety experienc-
es outside the job. They should tell true 
stories about their relationship to safety 
and how it has affected their views.

Even when trust is low, leaders 
can make concerted efforts to win it 
back. Reconnecting does not happen 
overnight, so leaders must beware of 
disconnecting as a result of their impa-
tience with those who do not quickly 
lower their resistance. Trust can be 
regained through sincere and consis-
tent efforts.

As the saying goes, doing the same 
old things will get you the same old re-
sults. Or, as Will Rogers wryly advised, 
“The secret of success is simple. When 
you’re in a hole, quit digging.”

Many leaders are slow to learn or do 
not change, while expecting everything 
and everyone else to shape up. In so 
doing, they continue to dig deeper 
holes. The irony is that those leaders 
who most need to change will not likely 
consider any adjustments they might 
make; instead, they think everyone else 
is out of step.

Leaders who are good and wish to 
become very good, as well as those 
who aspire to become first-rate should 
be alert to the signs of leadership ADD 
and make continuous, small course 
corrections in their intent, approach 
and perspective.

Leading Thoughts
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