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Corporate catastrophes teach us
not only about companies and their leaders
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Why do smart people do stupid things? In particular, why do smart CEOs and other execu-
tives make stupid decisions? It could be, of course, that maybe they’re not so smart in the

first place. But not even their harshest critics accuse them of being stupid—merely of
acting stupidly. So there must be other reasons why these top dogs, who have so many things going for them, make what look like, in

retrospect, appallingly dumb decisions. Two new books strive to pin down those reasons:

Why Smart Executives Fail and What You Can Learn From Their Mistakes (Portfolio) by Sydney Finkelstein, professor of strategy
and leadership at Dartmouth’s Tuck School of Business. Based on interviews with 200 executives, Finkelstein’s book explores the core
causes for failure and finds, surprisingly, that “neither ineptitude nor greed are among them.”

Why CEOs Fail: The 11 Behaviors That Can Derail Your Climb to the Top—and How to Manage Them (Jossey-Bass) by David
L. Dotlich and Peter C. Cairo. Their book concentrates on identifying the personality traits that cause CEOs and other leaders to mis-
step. Dotlich, a former executive VP at Honeywell and Groupe Bull, is now a business adviser and coach to senior executives. Cairo, a con-
sultant in leadership development, is an organizational psychologist.

Across the Board editor AJ. Vogl talked with Dotlich and Finkelstein at the magazine’s offices in New York.

Robert Hogan of the Center for Creative
Leadership, in his introduction to Why CEQs
Fail, says that “two-thirds of the people
currently in leadership positions in the
Western world will fail; they will then be
fired, demoted, or kicked upstairs.” Were
the wrong people picked in the first place,
or did these leaders begin to sour and lose

what made them successful?

Dotlich: Certainly, for people in
visible positions in big jobs—CEOs
and executives immediately below
that level—I would say their tenure is
getting increasingly shorter. There’s
also a cloning factor at the top of big
companies: People clone what they
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have, which is perfect for the pres-
ent, but then the world shifts and
they find themselves with a cadre
of leaders who aren’t prepared to
deal with change—with pricing pres-
sures, for instance, or globalization.
The world changes so fast, and they
don’t adapt.
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