


THE PROACTIVE
LEADER



This page intentionally left blank



THE
PROACTIVE

LEADER
HOW TO OVERCOME
PROCRASTINATION

AND BE A BOLD
DECISION-MAKER

DAVID DE CREMER
CHINA EUROPE INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS SCHOOL, CHINA



© David De Cremer 2013

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this
publication may be made without written permission.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted
save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence
permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency,
Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.

Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication
may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

The author has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this work
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published 2013 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN

Palgrave Macmillan in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers Limited,
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire RG21 6XS.

Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of St Martin’s Press LLC,
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.

Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully
managed and sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing
processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the
country of origin.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-1-349-45048-0          ISBN 978-1-137-29027-4 (eBook)
DOI 10.1057/9781137290274

Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2013 978-1-137-29026-7



This book is dedicated to those being close to me when
making decisions that matter – my family and Jess



This page intentionally left blank



CONTENTS

List of Figures and Tables ix

Chapter 1 Introduction 1
Leadership and the problem of procrastination 3
Leadership and how decisions are taken 5
Why a democratic leader is also an autocrat 7
The challenge 9

Chapter 2 The psychology of the leader 17
Procrastination 20
Regulating your own emotions 24
Inaction inertia 30
Status quo bias 33
What are the alternatives? 37
Neuroticism 39
The avoidance of conflict 45
Not being authentic 47

Chapter 3 The psychology of the situation 52
Limited anonymity 53
A climate of distrust 56
Uncertainty 61
Making ethical decisions 64
The new leader 68
The lack of previous success 72

Chapter 4 Culture, global leadership and procrastination 76
Cultural dimensions and procrastination factors 77
Culture and perceptions of time 82
What science tells us? 83

Chapter 5 The consequences of delaying decisions 85
Financial consequences 85
Health 87
The cost to others 89

Chapter 6 Leader perceptions and procrastination 92
Positive leadership perceptions when

not procrastinating 93
Can procrastination sometimes be a good thing? 97

vii



viii Contents

Chapter 7 An interactive model 100
The ‘how’ of delaying decisions 102
The ‘why’ of delaying decisions 105

Chapter 8 What to do? 108
Principle 1: Never seek to justify procrastination 108
Principle 2: Eliminate uncertainties – as far as possible 110
Principle 3: Avoid physical and mental exhaustion 111
Principle 4: Work at your relationships 112
Principle 5: Be aware of the consequences of your decisions 113

Chapter 9 The ‘Leadership on Hold’ – Survey © 115
Part 1: The individual 116
I am someone who . . . 116
Part 2: The context 118
I have to make a decision in a context . . . 118

References 120

Index 129



LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES

Figures
1 Individual and contextual influences impacting irrational leadership

behaviour 10
2 The onion effect caused by the individual procrastination behaviour of the

leader 18
3 How to make choices between different alternatives 38
4 Social consequences of leaders’ delaying decisions 90
5 An interactive model 101

Tables
1 Leadership takeaways 3
2 Summary of the impact of individual variables on the

decision-making process 19
3 The use of a devil’s advocate 28
4 Challenges when dealing with increased accountability as a decision-maker 56
5 The challenge of building trust 58
6 The challenges of ethical decision-making 67
7 The challenges of a new leader 69
8 Take-aways for dealing with failures 73
9 Factors affecting procrastination as a function of the salient cultural

dimension 77
10 Positive leadership perceptions when not procrastinating 93
11 The bad and good of procrastination 99
12 Principles to beat procrastination 109

ix



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

There is no subject about which so much has been written so often as
leadership.1 Notwithstanding the enormous number of books on this
theme, there is still an air of mystique surrounding our leaders. Perhaps
for this reason, the concept of leadership is still imperfectly understood,
so that new and deeper perspectives are put forward at regular intervals
in the hope of better explaining this key social phenomenon. Of course,
relationships between people and, above all, the social dynamic that
those relationships entail are by no means a simple matter. Quite the
reverse, in fact. The existence of a multiplicity of theoretical analyses
is therefore not necessarily a bad thing. Even when you have managed
to get to grips with a social phenomenon such as leadership, it is still
important to further broaden your understanding. And to help you find
your way through this plethora of different viewpoints, it can do no
harm to be aware that – in my opinion, at least – leadership has two
dominant perspectives: the perspective of the leader and the perspective
of the follower.2

Leadership can only exist if there are other people prepared to
follow. And of course, it is not enough simply to put on a hat with
the word ‘leader’ on it, in the hope that everyone will then accept your
leadership. If people do not follow you, you will not be a leader – no
matter what hat you are wearing. Followers are therefore indispensable
to the concept of leadership. If you were to put Bill Clinton – one of
the most charismatic and natural leader types of modern times – on a
desert island, he would automatically lose his charisma and his other
leadership qualities. These qualities can only exist when they are given
to him by others – his followers. And the reverse is also true: follow-
ers can only exist if they have a leader figure – a person who belongs
to the group but who is also sufficiently different from the others,
so that he/she stands out in contrast to the background of followers.3

The most interesting aspect of this dual perspective is that it allows the
easy identification of problems relating to leadership. If both sides – the
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2 The Proactive Leader

leading and the led – look at things the same way, then everything
is hunky-dory! But if the leader and the followers look at something
in a different way, then there is a problem. It is my conviction that
by using this bifocal approach it must be possible not only to facili-
tate but also to optimise the flow of social and work traffic between
leaders and followers – both in theoretical terms and in day-to-day
practice.

In this book we will therefore use these bifocal glasses to look
more closely at one of the key problems of contemporary leadership:
the procrastination of leaders. If you listen carefully to the signals
coming from the worlds of politics, business and finance, one of the
most common complaints you will hear is that too many decisions are
taken too slowly or not at all, because of the dithering behaviour of
our leaders. In this context, it is important to note that the avoidance
of decision-making is not the same as laissez-faire leadership, where
more often than not the leader is simply absent.4 No, the problem to
which I refer here is the problem of leaders who either lack the nec-
essary decisiveness and direction and thus take half-baked decisions or
who simply postpone the ultimate decision that needs to be taken – in
short, half-hearted leadership. The delaying of decisions in this man-
ner is something with which we will all be familiar: from the simple
postponing of your annual appraisal review to the sidelining of strate-
gic plans and visions that were launched with such enthusiasm at the
beginning of the year. For many of us, some forms of procrastination
are acceptable – or at least help to make things manageable. Having
said this, in many other circumstances procrastination can have seri-
ous consequences for individuals, organisations and society at large.
For this reason, it is important to acquire insights into a phenomenon
that has become so widespread that it even has its own special day. The
French writer David d’Equainville proclaimed 26 March 2011 as ‘Inter-
national Procrastination Day’. A day on which everyone was allowed
to take things easy and not rush into any decisions. A running joke
on the Internet was, however, that the Frenchman originally scheduled
this day on 25 March 2011 – completely in line with the habits of a
procrastinator.

In outlining the problem of procrastination, I will highlight several
key aspects of what leadership actually is all about. Put briefly, the fol-
lowing takeaways are essential to define leadership as it is used in this
book (Table 1).
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TABLE 1 Leadership takeaways

What leadership is about

Leadership is a two-way street:

Leaders only exist when there are people who will follow. In this way, leadership is
different from management as leaders have followers whereas managers have
subordinates.

Followers can only be there when someone is able to lead. Being a follower implies
a comparative process where the more powerful leads and the less powerful
complies.

Many people like being a leader, but prefer to do this from the perspective of a
follower position:

Basically, people do have a desire to be able to influence others and set directions,
but only a few people are also in the game to take the risks and responsibilities
associated with the job of being a leader. Thus, being formally appointed as the
leader but not taking too many risks (and as we will later in this book see
important decisions) is the situation that most of our leaders prefer. The heroic
view of leaders taking the lead without fear has gradually disappeared in our
contemporary society.

Leadership is a social process in which one individual is able to influence the others
to promote the collective welfare:

This definition is used in many textbooks and points out the collective
responsibilities that the one in charge carries with him or her. Nevertheless,
sometimes this social burden may prove too difficult for many of our leaders,
thereby instigating processes of procrastination.

Action defines the heart of leadership:

Leadership entails giving direction and guidance when striving for positive change
aimed at promoting the collective welfare. In this process it is no surprise that the
one in charge undertakes action to shape this change in visionary ways that appeal
to the followers. In this stage, leaders take decisions that shape how they can lead
by example.

At the end of the day someone has to make the decision:

Leaders define the vision that collectives pursue and motivate followers to
contribute to this process. One significant and important way that leaders
use to involve followers is by consulting the others. A transparent and fair
decision-making process is characterised by means of giving voice to the ones
being led. The problem of many contemporary leaders is that as little responsibility
is taken the decision-making process is slowed down considerably. Many leaders
often forget that fair decision-making also implies that after the consultation
phase the one in charge actually makes a decision.

Leadership and the problem of procrastination

One of the most interesting aspects of the assertion that many lead-
ers are prone to procrastinate is the fact that the problem is recognised
by both sides of our perspective. Many leaders are well aware that
the acceptance of responsibility and the taking of decisions are not
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getting any easier in a world that is becoming ever smaller and more
complex. On the other side, followers are becoming ever-more impa-
tient for the decisions that can bring about real change. The fact
that people are happier to adopt a follower’s role, so that they can
more easily criticise a lack of leadership, suggests that the role of a
leader is not always an enviable or desirable one. On the contrary, in
our complex modern world leaders seem to be facing an increasingly
Herculean task, where they are happy to accept the benefits of leader-
ship (power and influence) but are not so keen (or able) to deal with
the burden it entails (accepting responsibility and taking hard deci-
sions). Viewed in this light, it is easier to understand the growing calls
for a decentralised decision-making structure and ‘leaderless teams’.5

The basic idea seems to be to make everyone a leader, but to allow
them to exercise their leadership function from within their safer role
as follower.

There are numerous contemporary examples where leadership and
procrastination go hand in hand. The indecisive behaviour in recent
times of many of Europe’s political leaders is a classic instance. The
end of 2011 was marked by near chaos in the European Union, with
urgent measures necessary to save the European currency. (In 2013
the danger to the euro has still not disappeared entirely.) The solutions
put forward by Merkozy (het duo Merkel–Sarkozy) and the European
President Herman Van Rompuy all had one thing in common: they
seemed to push the problem further and further into the future. Each
European summit produced another series of half-hearted (and some
would say half-baked) proposals that were little more than stopgap
measures, postponing a decision on the real problem to the next sum-
mit (or the one after that). All that this achieved was to give the
political leaders a degree of breathing space, but they failed to use
this respite to take a clear line that demonstrated the necessary will
and decisiveness to tackle the crisis head on. Not surprisingly, this
led to accusations of weak leadership on all sides and risked mak-
ing Europe an easy prey for the sharks of the financial markets.
In this respect, the Eurocrisis is indeed a textbook example of lead-
ers who are not capable of taking the hard decisions that are so
often required in difficult circumstances, which in this instance should
have meant dealing with the Greece problem as quickly as possi-
ble, so that the focus could be reset on the need for all-important
growth in the European economy. Commentators were quick to recall
the doom scenario that devastated the Japanese economy at the
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beginning of the 1990s, when the Japanese leaders of the day were also
blamed for taking too little action much too late, with severe conse-
quences (low growth and a high rate of debts) that are still being felt
today.

Unfortunately, the situation was not much better on the other side of
the Atlantic Ocean. In the United States, President Obama was branded
in 2011 as a ‘weak’ leader, particularly so by his Republican opponents.
In the opinion of his detractors, it had become increasingly obvious that
Obama displayed a tendency to prolong discussions and negotiations
unnecessarily, sometimes even pointlessly, in the hope of reaching a
political consensus. This idea of getting everyone ‘on board’ is nice in
theory but is always likely to be punished in practice. It required Obama
to steer an almost neutral course – in the hope of charming the major-
ity of neutral, middle-ground voters, whose support he would need
to be re-elected in 2012 – his re-election did happen and the middle-
ground voters were persuaded, particularly the minority voters. But on
the reverse side of the coin it made him very vulnerable to criticism
that he had no clearly defined vision for the future. The signals that
came out of the White House in 2011 were viewed as lacking purpose
and direction, which were clear indicators of growing uncertainty. The
Republicans, in particular, smelled blood at that time and did every-
thing possible to drive the President into a corner. The fact that many
crucial decisions were taken only at the very last moment illustrates that
Obama’s fear of being labelled as someone with strong prejudices had
actually paralysed his decision-making process.

Leadership and how decisions are taken

The above examples paint a pretty poor picture of the decision-making
capabilities of the Western world’s current batch of political leaders.
In fact, it is no exaggeration to argue that the putting off of decisions – or
even an outright refusal to make them – is the most important problem
in modern-day leadership.6 This is not to say that leaders are not entitled
to delay decisions for good reasons. Rather, the major problem that we
nowadays face is that many of our leaders simply refrain from making
a decision at all, which in a way makes them more or less invisible to
the ones they are supposed to be leading.

It is vital that this problem should be recognised (and quickly), since
the taking of decisions is universally regarded as a crucial element of
effective leadership. Making decisions and initiating action on the basis


