
	
From Enron to Volkswagen, we’ve watched in horror as leaders who lack integrity have 
destroyed businesses time and again. But the real tragedy happens when regular leaders, who 
are otherwise great, sabotage themselves, day after day, with mistakes that they can’t see but 
are obvious to everyone else. 
In most cases, it’s slight and often unintentional gaps in integrity that hold leaders, their 
employees, and their companies back. Despite their potential, these leaders harm their 
employees and themselves. 
 

“Look for three things in a person: intelligence, energy, and 
integrity. If they don’t have the last one, don’t even bother.” –
Warren Buffet 

 
Dr. Fred Kiel did the difficult job of quantifying the value of a leader’s integrity for his 
book, Return On Character, and his findings are fascinating. Over a seven-year period, 
Kiel collected data on 84 CEOs and compared employee ratings of their behavior to 
company performance. 
 



Kiel found that high-integrity CEOs had a multi-year return of 9.4%, while low integrity 
CEOs had a yield of just 1.9%. What’s more, employee engagement was 26% higher in 
organizations led by high-integrity CEOs. 
 
Kiel describes high-integrity CEOs this way: “They were often humble. They appeared to 
have very little concern for their career success or their compensation. The funny point about 
that is they all did better than the self-focused CEOs with regard to compensation and career 
success. It’s sort of ironic.” 
 
Kiel’s data is clear: companies perform better under the guidance of high-integrity 
leadership. “Companies who try to compete under the leadership of a skilled but self-focused 
CEO are setting themselves up to lose,” Kiel says. 
 
Every leader has the responsibility to hone his or her integrity. Many times, there are 
integrity traps that have a tendency to catch well-meaning leaders off guard. By studying 
these traps, we can all sharpen the saw and keep our leadership integrity at its highest 
possible level. 
 
Fostering a cult of personality. It’s easy for leaders to get caught up in their own worlds as 
there are many systems in place that make it all about them. These leaders identify so 
strongly with their leadership roles that instead of remembering that the only reason they’re 
there is to serve others, they start thinking, ‘It’s my world, and we’ll do things my way.’ 
Being a good leader requires remembering that you’re there for a reason, and the reason 
certainly isn’t to have your way. High-integrity leaders not only welcome questioning and 
criticism, they insist on it. 
 
Dodging accountability. Politicians are notorious for refusing to be accountable for their 
mistakes, and business leaders do it too. Even if only a few people see a leader’s misstep 
(instead of millions), dodging accountability can be incredibly damaging. A person who 
refuses to say “the buck stops here” really isn’t a leader at all. Being a leader requires being 
confident enough in your own decisions and those of your team to own them when they fail. 
The very best leaders take the blame but share the credit. 
 
Lacking self-awareness. Many leaders think they have enough emotional intelligence (EQ). 
And many times, they are proficient in some EQ skills, but when it comes to understanding 
themselves, they are woefully blind. It’s not that they’re hypocrites; they just don’t see what 
everyone else sees. They might play favorites, be tough to work with, or receive criticism 
badly. And they aren’t alone, as TalentSmart research involving more than a million people 
shows that just 36% of us are accurate in our self-assessments. 
 
Forgetting that communication is a two-way street. Many leaders also think that they’re 
great communicators, not realizing that they’re only communicating in one direction. Some 
pride themselves on being approachable and easily accessible, yet they don’t really hear the 
ideas that people share with them. Some leaders don’t set goals or provide context for the 
things they ask people to do, and others never offer feedback, leaving people wondering if 
they’re more likely to get promoted or fired. 
 



Not firing poor performers. Sometimes, whether it’s because they feel sorry for an 
employee or simply because they want to avoid conflict, leaders dodge making the really 
tough decisions. While there’s certainly nothing wrong with being compassionate, real 
leaders know when it’s just not appropriate, and they understand that they owe it to the 
company and to the rest of the team to let someone go. 
 
Succumbing to the tyranny of the urgent. The tyranny of the urgent is what happens when 
leaders spend their days putting out small fires. They take care of what’s dancing around in 
front of their faces and lose focus of what’s truly important—their people. Your integrity as 
a leader hinges upon your ability to avoid distractions that prevent you from putting your 
people first. 
 
Micromanaging. You see this mistake most often with people who have recently worked 
their way up through the ranks. They still haven’t made the mental shift from doer to leader. 
Without something tangible to point to at the end of the day, they feel unproductive, not 
realizing that productivity means something different for a leader. As a result, they 
micromanage to the point of madness and fall off schedule. An important part of a leader’s 
integrity rests in giving people the freedom to do their jobs. 
 
Bringing It All Together 
The bad news is that these mistakes are as common as they are damaging. The good news is 
that they’re really easy to fix, once you’re aware of them. 
 
How else do leaders compromise their integrity? Please share your thoughts in the 
comments section below as I learn just as much from you as you do from me. 
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If you'd like to learn how to increase your emotional intelligence (EQ), consider taking the 
online Emotional Intelligence Appraisal test that's included with the Emotional Intelligence 2.0 book. 
Your test results will pinpoint which of the book's 66 emotional intelligence strategies will increase your EQ 
the most.	


