The natural preference we have for leaders comes at a high cost
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Employers prefer candidates with leadership skills, but this could have a negative effect on their
organisation, according to new research by Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University (RSM).
The research shows that regardless of the scenario employers are in, they will always choose the leader
over a manager. While there is notable overlap between the behaviours associated with leadership and
management, for this study the two styles have been clearly separated.
This natural, irrational love for leadership means that employers automatically go for the candidate with
leadership skills even though the job requires someone with management skills.
According to Associate Professor Hannes Leroy
“Decision makers are commonly advised to guard against biases against female or minority candidates,
but much less attention is given to the risk of over-valuing candidates with leadership skills. There is
a tendency among people to prefer and select the prototypical leader, even for a situation that really
calls for prototypical managing activities.
“We found that people have a romantic view of leadership over management, and this preference may come
at the high cost of failing to appreciate the value of management in many situations. When a company is
in crisis or significant change, you need leadership. In other situations, you need a manager, someone
who hires, supervises and budgets.”
The study surveyed 703 people and found that leadership activities such as inspiring, encouraging, and
motivating people, are typically evaluated more positively than managerial activities such as hiring,
supervising, and budgeting.
The researchers warn that decision makers need to be aware that people tend to hold overgeneralised
preferences in favour of leaders. According to this research one way to overcome this bias, is to slow
the decision process and carefully consider the skills needed for the position. The seemingly
unconditional love for leaders is tempered by slowing decision-makers down, overriding a relatively fast
and automatic preference for leaders relative to managers.
The study, On Leading and Managing: Synonyms or Separate (and Unequal)? was published in the Journal
Academy of Management (https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amd.2018.0227).
Video of Dr Hannes Leroy about this research: Leadership is like love, it makes you blind
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ai_iXS_bO38).
/ENDS
For more information, a copy of the study or to speak to Dr Hannes Leroy, contact Stephanie Mullins at
BlueSky PR on smullins@bluesky-pr.com or call +44 (0) 1582 790706
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