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Many firms’ impressive financial results have been accomplished by consciously creat-

ing an environment of fear and insecurity. You can get higher performance out of individuals and 

organizations by being demanding, terrifying in manner, and (apparently) completely lacking in 

human sensitivity. 

There is, in fact, a time and place for this approach. Consider how you would interact with a child 

under your supervision who was about to put himself or herself in harm’s way. 

It’s not a matter of being unfeeling, but of matching the appropriate temperament and style to the 

task. Do you need results now? Well, this situation is exactly like the baby putting its hand in the fire. 

This is no time for niceties. And, indeed, this is the best, most effective way to make it happen —once.

The problem with this approach is that if it is used too frequently or even continuously, it begins to 

feel as if you are living in a world of nonstop, extended battles and wars - otherwise known as busi-

ness as usual. Over time, it stops working. People become worn out, suffer burnout, and leave. 

There is another way. If you (first) energize and excite your people about the work they do (and the 

clients they do it for), they will serve your clients better; in turn, the clients will then (and perhaps 

only then) give you superior financial rewards.

You can get higher performance out of individuals and organizations by being 
demanding, terrifying in manner, and (apparently) completely lacking in human 
sensitivity. 
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But you’d only take this approach if you (a) truly wanted to get somewhere in the future, (b) were 

willing to incur costs today to get there tomorrow, (c) had patience and controlled your need for in-

stant gratification, and (d) were more interested in building something new (a career, a firm, a skill, 

an achievement) than exploiting what was immediately available.

Some people are not tyrants or energizers, but they are cynics. They ask such questions as: 

 “Anyway, what’s wrong with people not being turned on? Don’t you need a certain number of 

people who are cruising (and not trying to go somewhere) in order to take care of the repetitive 

work that always needs to be done? Can’t we just pay them less?”

“The people writing books say we will make more money if we require everyone to learn and grow. 

But can everyone learn and grow, or even become excited? Do we want them all to be ambitious, 

dynamic? Don’t we make money off employees who will just do their job and not expect too much 

of the rest of us?” 

The cynics create their own problems. Their limited, pragmatic focus elicits precisely the same reac-

tion from those they manage. If management doesn’t really care about excitement, excellence, and 

the mission, then why should they?

The cynics create their own problems. Their limited, pragmatic focus elicits pre-
cisely the same reaction from those they manage. 
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Managers who have these “yes, but” attitudes send off very clear signals to those they manage. Even if 

they are never actually said out loud, these thought processes are immediately obvious in managers 

who think this way. And if your people think that you have attitudes reflected in the above state-

ments, how do you think they are going to respond? Will you truly be able to achieve the excellence 

goals you say you want to aim for?

Cynics and skeptics in managerial positions are more dangerous even than the abusers. Through 

their cynicism they allow the abusers to be tolerated!

Let’s be honest. It’s not just “those guys” at the top thinking and acting this way. It’s everybody. All of 

us, you and I included. Of course, it’s always easier to identify it in the other person.

Cynics and skeptics in managerial positions are more dangerous even than the 
abusers. Through their cynicism they allow the abusers to be tolerated!
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“Knowing what your company needs to do is relatively obvious: the test for us all is actually 
making it happen. David Maister reminds us remorselessly of this painful truth—and then 
through anecdote, metaphor and case history, more than compensates by showing us how to 
turn empty aspiration into hard reality.”

—Sir Martin Sorrell, CEO, WPP
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