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Extensive time and resources have been devoted to the search for ―attributes‖ and ―traits‖ 

of effective leaders, as well as characteristics of dysfunctional leaders.  Much of this 

work has been conducted under the umbrella of settling debates about whether leaders are 

―born or made‖ and, to the extent that genes are not totally responsible for leadership 

success, what strategies can be used to teach people how to execute the behaviors though 

to be associated with effective leadership.  Muczyk and Adler acknowledged that many 

of the traits associated with leaders appear to have a genetic component and that this has 

buoyed the arguments of those who maintain that leaders are ―born‖; however, they also 

argue that leadership success depends on the behaviors of those who seek to lead in 

particular situations and that, as such, the fact that most of these behaviors can be taught 

supports the view that leaders can also be ―made‖.  They conceded that leaders with 

certain genetic traits or natural gifts may be predisposed to various types of behaviors, 

and that this may make their job easier, but that the bottom line was the ―traits are not the 

determining factor when it comes to leadership success‖.
2
   

 

Even though ―traits‖ alone do not tell the whole story behind effectiveness leadership, it 

is nonetheless useful to survey some of the characteristics that have been mentioned by 

researchers and other commentators.
3
  For example, in his well-known article on ―What 

Makes a Leader?‖, Goleman argued that ―effective leaders are alike in one crucial way: 

they all have a high degree of ‗emotional intelligence‘‖.
4
  Goleman described ―emotional 

intelligence‖ as ―the ability to manage ourselves and our relationships effectively‖.
5
  In 

Goleman‘s first model, the ―emotional intelligence‖ of a leader operating in the 

workplace context consisted of five fundamental capabilities, each of which had its own 

specific set of competencies and traits
6
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 Self-awareness, defined as the leader‘s ability to recognize and understand his or her 

moods, emotions and drives, as well as their effect on others.  Hallmarks of this trait 

include self-confidence, realistic self-assessment and self-deprecating sense of humor. 

 Self-regulation, defined as the leader‘s ability to control or redirect disruptive 

impulses and moods and the propensity of the leader to be able to suspend judgment 

and ―think before acting‖.  Hallmarks of this trait include trustworthiness and 

integrity, comfort with ambiguity and openness to change. 

 Motivation, defined as a passion to work for reasons that go beyond money or status 

and a propensity to pursue goals with energy and persistence.  Hallmarks of this trait 

include a strong drive to achieve; optimism, even in the face of failure; and 

organizational commitment. 

 Empathy, defined as the leader‘s ability to understand the emotional makeup of other 

people and the ability of the leader to treat people according to their emotional 

reactions.  Hallmarks of this trait included expertise in building and retaining talent, 

cross-cultural sensitivity and service to clients and customers. 

 Social skill, defined as proficiency in managing relationships and building networks 

and the ability to find common ground and build rapport.  Hallmarks of this trait 

include effectiveness in leading change, persuasiveness and expertise in building and 

leading teams. 

 

Several years later, Goleman modified his model slightly by reducing the number of 

―capabilities‖ from five to four—―motivation‖ was removed and subsumed into ―social 

skill‖—and changing the names of two other capabilities to arrive at the following
7
: 

 

 Self-Awareness: Emotional self-awareness (i.e., the ability to read and understand 

your emotions, as well as recognize their impact on work performance, relationships, 

and the like); accurate self-assessment (i.e., a realistic evaluation of your strengths 

and limitations); and self-confidence (i.e., a strong and positive sense of self-worth). 

 Self-Management: Self-control (i.e., the ability to keep disruptive emotions and 

impulses under control); trustworthiness (i.e., a consistent display of honesty and 

integrity); conscientiousness (i.e., the ability to manage yourself and your 

responsibilities); adaptability (i.e., skill at adjusting to changing situations and 

overcoming obstacles); achievement orientation (i.e., the drive to meet an internal 

standard of excellence); and initiative (i.e., a readiness to seize opportunities). 

 Social Awareness: Empathy (i.e., skill at sensing other people‘s emotions, 

understanding their perspective and taking an active interest in their concerns); 

organizational awareness (i.e., the ability to read the currents of organizational life, 

build decision networks and navigate politics); and service orientation (i.e., the ability 

to recognize and meet customers‘ needs). 

 Social Skill: Visionary leadership (i.e., the ability to take charge and inspire with a 

compelling vision); influence (i.e., the ability to wield a range of persuasive tactics); 

developing others (i.e., the propensity to bolster the abilities of others through 
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feedback and guidance); communication (i.e., skill at listening and at sending clear, 

convincing and well-tuned messages); change catalyst (i.e., proficiency in initiating 

new ideas and leading people in a new direction); conflict management (i.e., the 

ability to de-escalate disagreements and orchestrate resolutions); building bonds (i.e., 

proficiency at cultivating and maintaining a web of relationships); and teamwork and 

collaboration (i.e., competence at promoting cooperation and building teams). 

 

Goleman noted that leaders do need other traits, such as general intelligence (―IQ‖) and 

technical skills; however, he believed that these were ―threshold capabilities‖ or ―entry-

level requirements for executive positions‖ and that his research, along with the work of 

others, confirmed that emotional intelligence was the ―sine qua non of leadership‖ and 

that without a person could not become a ―great leader‖ even though the person may have 

the best training, an incisive and analytical mind and an endless supply of smart ideas.
8
  

On the surface, it would appear that Goleman cast his vote with those researchers in the 

―leaders are born not made‖ group who insist that there are certain traits that one either 

has or doesn‘t have, in this case emotional intelligence.  However, while Goleman 

conceded there is a genetic component to many of the traits that he associated with 

emotional intelligence he pointed out that research and practice indicated that emotional 

intelligence can be learned, although admittedly it will take a lot of hard work to train and 

discipline executives to become more empathetic and regulate their predisposition to act 

before thinking. 

 

In their theory about the ―four essential qualities of leadership‖, Goffee and Jones 

identified the following traits and behaviors associated with inspirational leaders
9
: 

 

 They selectively show their weaknesses and by exposing some vulnerability they also 

reveal their approachability and humanity. 

 They rely heavily on intuition to gauge the appropriate timing and course of their 

actions and their ability to collect and interpret ―soft data‖ helps them in knowing just 

when and how to take action. 

 They manage employees with ―tough empathy‖, which means that they are able to 

empathize passionately—and realistically—with people and they care deeply about 

the work being carried out by their employees. 

 They reveal their differences and capitalize on their unique traits and skills. 
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Goffee and Jones conceded that there are leaders without these qualities that have been 

able to deliver superior financial returns; however, they believed that these qualities were 

essential to inspiring and motivating people, a state of affairs which certainly makes it 

easier for the leader to drive an organization toward success provided that he or she also 

is able to select and articulate the right direction.  It is also worth noting the Goffee and 

Jones identified what they considered to be several ―myths about leadership‖ and 

reported that based on their research it was not true that everyone can be a leader, leaders 

did not always deliver business results, people who get to the top of the organizational 

hierarchy are not necessarily leaders and leaders are rarely great coaches.
10

 

 

Muczyk and Adler themselves provided a lengthy list of leadership traits based on their 

review of the literature, including ―passion to lead‖, ―will to manage‖, a large reservoir of 

energy, organizing abilities, a mature personality, a requisite amount of intelligence, task-

relevant knowledge, confidence, adaptability, integrity and adaptability.
11

  They pointed 

out that high energy levels and adaptability are necessary for leaders to carry out many of 

the managerial roles described by Mintzberg and cope with change and the need to 

interact with a broad spectrum of stakeholders on behalf of their organizations.  As for 

intelligence and task-relevant knowledge, they referred to the findings of Kirpatrick and 

Locke and noted that these traits were particularly useful in directing subordinates and 

answering their concerns and questions about specific job-related activities.
12

  Finally, 

they strongly endorsed the importance of integrity as part of the optimal leader profile as 

a prerequisite in securing the respect, trust and goodwill of subordinates that is necessary 

in order to motivate to comply with the directions given by the leader.
13
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