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who leads? 
The subtie psychology of taking charge 
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Our ambivalent relationship with those who lead us only makes 
sense in the light of evolution, says Mark van Vugt 

WHATmakesagood leader? 00 
different polItIcal. economie and 
social situationsdemand leaders wlth 

partlcular styles? How should we judge who Is 
rlghl for the job? Why are we soorten 
disappolnted wit h those in charge? 

In Ihe run-up 10 the USelectlons Americans 
wlll doubtless he asklngsuch questlons. They 
are nol alone. Leadership is an Issue thaI 
pervades almost every aspect of our lives, 
from the family and the oenre to our local 
communlty, nationa] poHtlcs and beyond. No 
wonder the subject attraets so rnuch attention. 

Dcspl!!! the seemlng glUI oflnformatlon, 
however, one aspect has been sorely misslng­
the historica] perspective. Untll recently, very 
few people have considered the originsof 
leadership. Vet to understand howour 
aneestors acqulred the psychologieal biases 
upon which leadership is based Is 10 see the 
concepI In a whole new light. In particular, 
the evolutlonary perspectlve highlights the 
[mportance ofthose who follow and the 
reasons why leaders and followers may not 
seeeye 10 eye. [I can also Indlcate what sort 
of leader is best suited to takc charge in 
a partlcular sltuatlon.1I can expla[n some of 
our seem[ngly arbitrary preferences -for tal[ 
leaders, for example - and [t cven suggests 
why there Is a bias towards men as leaders. 

In essence, leadership Is a response tothe 
need forcollective action, How do members 
ofagroup deelde what todoand how and when 
to do It1 An obvlous solutlon [5 forone 
Individualto take the Inltlatlve and provide 
guldance wh!!e the rest agree to follow.lf 
thls strategy promotes survival, then 
psychologlcal adaptatlons for both leadership 
and "followership~ are Ilkely to evolve. 
In human! these would have Inc1uded 

speciallsed mental mechanisms for planning. 
communicat ion, group deeislon·maklng, 
competence recognItion, sociallearning and 
conflict management. Although such tralts 
are generally assoclated with higher 
reasoning. cognitlve pre-adaptatlons for 
leadership probablyevolved long before 
modern humans ever appeared on the scene. 

The foraging pallerns ofmany insects, the 
schooling offish and the flylng patternsof 
blrds all suggest thaI species lacklng complex 
cognitive capacities can nevertheless display 
leadershIp and followershlp - perhaps uslng 
the simple rule "follow the one who moves 
flrst". Ourclosest anlmal relatlves. 
chimpanzees, also use leadership 10 

coordinale group movemenl and 10 keep Ihe 
peacc or wage war. 

First among equa ls 
The animal evidence supports the idea that 
adaptatlons for ieadershlpand followershlp 
lend to evolve In soclal species. In humans, 
they were probably furthershaped by OUT 

unlque evolutionary hlstory. There were three 
dlstinct stages in human development where 
the nature of leaders hip altered to reflect 
cultural and social changes (American 
Psycho/ag/st, vol 63, p 182). 

The first and by far the longest phase 
extended from the emergenceofthegenus 
Homo, around 2.S million years ago, unlll the 
end ofthe last lee age about 1],000 years ago. 
Natural selection for certaln successful 
strategles of leadership and followership 
durlng thls long era [s Ukely to have shaped 
the dlstinetly human leadership psyehology 
we still have 10 thls day. Throughout this time, 
our aneestors probabty lived In seml-nomadlc. 

hunter-gatherer bands of between SO and 
ISO mostly related Individuals. Their lifestyle 
Is widely thought to have resembied that of 
today's hunter'gatherer socleties such as the 
!Kung San ofthe Kalaharl desert and the 
Amazonian Yanomamo. These groups arc 
fundamentally egalltarian, wlth no fonnal 
leader. A1though there are MBig Men" - the 
best hunters and warrlors orwlsest elders, for 
example -the Influenceof each is limited to 
the[r areas of expertise and, eruelally, It Is 
only granted wlth the approval offollowcrs. 
Thls suggests thai collaboration among 
subordinates allowed early humans 10 move 
beyond thedomlnancc hierarchles found In 
olher primates, lowards a much flatIer 
prestige-based hierarchy with a more 
democratie style ofleadershlp. 

With thedeveJopment ofagriculture some 
13,000 years ago, groups settJed, populatIons 
grew rapidly and, fot the flrst time In human 
hlstory, communities accumulated surplus 
resources. They needed leaders to redlstrlbute 
this surplus and to deal wlth Increaslng conflict 
both withln and between groups. The power 
ofleaders grew accordingly, and wlth It Ihe 
potential to abuse thls power. Leaders could 
now slphon offresources and use them to 
create cullural elites, while disgrunlled 
foltowers were less free to move away from 
exploitative rulers. The result of such changes 
was a more formallsed, authoritarlan 
Jeadership style and the eme.rgenceoflhe first 
chiefs and king!, as weil as warlords bent on 
ext racting resources through force. 

The industrlal revolution, some 2S0 years 
ago, paved the way forlhe flnal phase of 
leadership -the one 10 whlch academlc 
discussions ofleadershlp, which tend to focus 
on business and polities, almosi excluslveJy ... 
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A game of coordination 
n hlS becomtmhion.bIt to ust pme 
thfory 10 ,tt an inslaht in10 sodal 
bfhiviourt wdI as Iltruism ,nel faimess. 
Lm )'Nf, evoIutiONlf)' psychofocist 
Rob Kurzban from the UnMBity of 
PenmyMnil in Philidelphii, rmnomisl 
Edwird Gutwrilht from the Univenity 
of Kfnt, Uil, .neI I ~pted thÎ5approidl 
IQ consIdH IHdership. we Hvised 
I pmt that ...nem tilt som of 
probltm5 Inti ~ OU! InctJtors 

milht have tlKOUnmr.d wlwn tney 
trieeI to coonlintte tMir ffforts. 

Suppose, for eumple, thlt Pit Ind 

Jamturt bottI in dl" nHCI ofWlttr, 
lhfy an tithfr go to walemolt A, Ptt's 

,""'tt"" silKt IJhe knows how tG pt 
tMre, or WOIttrhole 9, l.mit', choict, 
becauw it is dostr tg wMtt stilt I~. 
~ deriwM an aNnt.1lp boy vb1tinl 
thrir holt of choke; n-r, they must 
tmel toptherfor protection. Tht lliY' 
offs auodattd with ueh combiOiltion 
ar dIoIas yitlds ;I lIIItrix (see DÎillf1m). 
Since sl/MvaI is wNt matten in 
ft'Olutionaryttrms, the KOm shown 
repment the outrome in ttrms of 
rtproductiw sI/ems. The modt! holds 
for grwps as Mil as paillind in any 

~III situation in which pteplt have 
to ,ptt, sudI as wt\tlt to hunt or 
whflhtr tG filht. 

When peopIe have to makt thtir 
molas it tilt Slme time,lII05t pollrs 
fail IQ apft beause eadI pmon dIooses 
the option thit bentflb thtm most. 
As. muh, nobody KOm beGIl/SI! 

coon:Iillltion is menti.1 in this pme. 
HowfWr, if thf)' plly tht pmt 
Sfquentillly.nd OM ptrson takes the 
lNd by movinlflm or indlCJtlnl 
;I prrftrence, then most p.lirs do 
coonIinl~. Ewn thouch that IIINIIS 

thf follDwff usuilly ends up wlth 
a rtlltIwIy pool' pay-off, at IHSt tht 
pl'Obl.m Is moIwd - in thf "nCUlI! 
of pm. thfory, tht playfl'J INch an 
"equilibrium soMIon". Slnct evo4utiOfl 
fMluI'J fCluilibrlum, and sin(! this Is 
bfst Mhiewd by on. penon takilll 
thf IHd, it SMAlS liktly thit th. 
psymoloKKal un~innings of 
lNdffitIip ind foIkMmhip !IMIJfd 
by natuAI5eItdion to illkM tarly 
humans ind other MKiaI i1nimills to 
soM (OOrdination probleAlSofthls 
kind (PwsonDlily ond Sociol 
PsyrhokJgyRfvirlr, voIID, P w.). 

Players get 3 points 
lor Iheir prelelled option 
and 1 lor Iheir second 
(hoiee, bul 0 illhey liil 
to tGordinate 

~ - -• B -I":" ',l 0,0 

B 0,0 l,' 

rerer. Allhe beginning oflhls era followers 
were liltle more lhan slaves, but as citizensand 
employees acquired more freedom todefect 
from overbearing leaders, the balance of 
power shifted away frorn authoritarian 
leaders and back to someth lng more IIke the 
egalitarlan approach of ancestral times. 

50, whal can evolution teU us about modem 
leadership? The anceslral environment may 
have equipped us wlth innate preferences for 
certain characleristics in our leaders. FOT a 
start, we want them to be both competent and 
benevolent, because these sorts of peopte wil! 
be better at acquiring resources and more 
wllling to share them. We also tend tochoose 
leaders with ccrtain physica! characterlstlcs. 
Other theories ofleadership have failed 10 

account for the Importanee ofseemingly 

arblt rary altribules such as helght, age, weighl 
and health, but these make sense from an 
evolutionary perspective. For example, 
ances tral Big Men were probably quile literally 
Ihal: by dint oftheir Imposing physlque, tall 
people would have been more effective 
peacekeepers and more intimidating foes. Even 
loday we have a bias towards taller leaders 
Uournalof App/ied Psychology, vol8g, p 428). 
In ancestral times elders were IIkely 10 have 
acquired specialist knowiedge, and In t he 
modem world older leaders are preferred in 
situatlons where knowledge Is cruclal, such as 
In running public corporations (Leadership 
and Govemanccfrom the [mide Out, edlted by 
Robert Gandossy and leffrey Sonnenfeld, 
Wiley, 2004). Followers mayalso have evo\ved 
a preference for fit and healthy leaders in 

TM "'tuill hi~tOll' olltdfflhip ~n bi! diviHd inlo 101lf ditlincll~1I1 
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sltuatlons where strength and slamina 
mattered. That could be why modern voters 
prefer physically fit and energetic polltlcal 
candidates (Personaliryand Soc/al Psychology 
Review, vol 10, p 354). 

More controversially, evolution mlght 
explain ourbias towards male leaders in most 
clrcumstances. When men and women work 
together, men are qulcker to daim leadership 
roles even when women are better qualified 
(Psychologirnl Bulletin, volno, p 711). Moreover, 
a recentexperlment by mysclfand Brlan Spisak, 
alsoat the University ofKenl (to be published 
In Psycho/ag/cal Scicncc later this year), revealed 
thaI groups tend to look to men for leadership 
when faced with a lhreat from another group. 
posslbly because inter·group conflict would 
have been resolved by force throughout most 
ofhuman hls tory. However, we also found that 
In situations where there Is Inlemal conflict In 
a group, women are the preferred and mosl 
effective leaders. This is confirmed by a recent 
mock elect Ion study which found thai people 
tended to vote for a male president when their 
country was at war, but a (emale during 
pcacetime (évo!utfon alld Human Behavlor, 
vol 28, p 18). A hlstory of lnter·group conflict 
mlght have predlsposed men to adopt a 
hierarchlcal leadership style, whilc a need for 
social unity might haveequipped women with 
a more egalitarian. personalised and rommunal 
style.lfthe predomlnance of male leaders in 
many sectors ofmodern IIfe Is a vestige of 
our past, it could be a costly onc in an 
Interconnected world In which the emphasls Is 
on interpersonal skills and network-building. 

This raises another important aspect of 
leadership thaI is often overlooked - that what 
ronstitutes good leadership varies accordlng 10 

the situation. The different leadership styles 
adopted by various organisatlons, nations 
and cultures can be understood in part by 
considering Ihe specific challenges posed 
by their particular ph~ical and sodal 
environment. In the Netherlands and Austral ia, 
forexample, where harsh natural conditions 
force the authorities to collaborate dosely 
with citi2ens, Ihere is a slrong egalitarlan 
ethos. In emergencies such as wars or natural 
dlsaSlers, followers readUy defer to Ihe 

llADIR llADINOllOWIR IlIIATlONS 

Iol!y~dm~wl", 
,I!Ii'I<I m.!Oie Ol 1""'* 

~P"'O> " ""''' 
lIIIjlMO.l'II!0J4mat1 (~"fi.JnoJndl~ 

{/lith kln~,. wartor~ "~ iI a/l(j lIfIII.l!'1at 

Hpoldl of Ildll', pol'h(lII1\ Hrttal(h"al tl\jl 
~, pillh"~armv 

www.newsdI'MtISI.(om 



Why be a follower? 
COnsideringleadersh lp trom the ewlutionary 
ptrspectlvt throws a spotlight on rollowers. 
TM psydIoIogy of foIlowtrshlp is usually 
ne&lKted, butlt Is more interestingthan 
that of leadership. Most of us an! destined 
10 br followers, yetwe ;ue only rtartinsto 
underrund whilt makes a good rollowtr and 
how they influence leaders. A key punle is 
wh.t motlvates followers. Wtlyvwould 
IndIviduais ilgrH to subordinate themselws 
when this puts them at a disadlllntagf 
rompartd with IN den; In term, of power, 
st.1tuund mourus? 

The dedsion to foIlow may simply bt 
iI rational one; iftt.e (()Sb of tompeting for 
higher status outwtigh \he brnefrts, tben 
following frees up time .nd energy that can 

tie used more effectivelyelsewhere. Besides, 
followers can improve their position relatîve 
10 lfaders by enpging irl tollective action. 
Another 1dea Is that complying wlth ilnd 
obstrvingleaders may .11ow followers to 
prepare themselws for future lNdership. 
Finally, Ule disadvantages offollowlnl are 
partJy offset by the benefits of belonglng to 
i welHed group. Sa niltural selKtion .tthe 
group level mlght account for leadenhlp. 

The relationship betWeen followers and 
INdtrs Is Inherentfy ambNalent because UIer! 
Is always a risll that leaders wilt try to coeru 
or exploit their followers, ilnd that followers 
win plot to depose their leaders. This temion 
probably created an evolutionaryarms race 
in terms of the strategies usel! to pin 

control. Nevertheless, research shows that 
people readily adopt leadenhiplfollowership 
behmour in drcumstances thit mirror 
adaptive problems, sueh as when there are 
Intemal group conflicts or enemal threats 
(Journalol Pfrsonolity orld SOCio/ 
PsydIoIogy, \10176, p 587). 

However, there lre situiltions In whieh 
leadership Is nol MCessary, and is even 
resented by followers. Experiments show 
that unnetessiry ltadership Cin actually 
undermine teilm performance (Group 
OyrIomla, vol 2, p 168). The lesson for 
busln!ssesand polItidans here Isthatwhen 
filted with relatiwly slmple or routine 
coordlnation problems, people usually 
perfonn better ifleftalone. 

decisions of a single autocratie individual. 
Indeed. US vaters tend ta ehoose hawkls/! 
presidents when threatened by war. 

All thls suggests that leadership and 
followership are flexible slrategies shaped by 
the Interplay between ancienl evolutianary 
pressures and modem envlronmental and 
cultural demands. However, there a rc major 
differences between modem leaders hip roles 
and the kind ofleadership for whleh our 
psychology is adapted, and thls mismatch can 
be problematic. For a start, our hunter-gatherer 
aneestors would have deferred la different 
leaders depending on the nature of the problem 
al hand_ Vet loday a single Individual is often 

responsible for managing all aspects ofan 
enterprise. Few leaders have the rangeaf skills 
requi red. whieh may account for the high 
fallure rate of senior managers - in corporale 
America it runs at 50 per cent (Review afGeneral 
Psychology, volg, p 16g). Surveys routlnely 
show that between 60 and 70 per cent of 
employees find the most slressful part ofthelr 
job is deallng wlth thelr Immediate boss. Thls 
may be partly because ancestral lcadcrs only 
acquired power with the approva! offollowers, 
whereas in modem organisations leaders are 
usually appoinled by and accountable to their 
superiors, whilesubordinates are ra rely allowed 
to sanctIon their bosses. Whal's more. our 

psychology equips us to thrive in smaJlish 
groups of dosely related indivIduals, whlch may 
explain why many people feellndlfferent to 
large organisations and Iheir leaders_ Flnally, 
in anceslral socletles there would have been 
minimal differences In status between leaders 
and followers.ln the US, ave rage salaries far 
CEOs are 179 times those of thelr workers. 

The upside is that insights from evolution 
also suggest more effecUve leadership 
strategies. [n recent years there has been 
increaslng Interest In the [dea ofshared or 
distributed leadership. Some organisations 
are findi ng that cxecutlves arc more likely to 
sucreed If subordinates arc included in the 
selectIon process. MeanwhUe, effectlve 
businesses - including Toyota and Virgin -are 
designing and structuring thelrorganlsations 
to more closely resembJe hunter-gatherer 
bands. For instance, they delegate declsion­
making to managers far down the chain of 
command. creatlng fu nctional grou ps of 
between 50 and 150 members_ 

WNW. newstjeflllil.(om 

Sy emphaslsing interdependenee and 
shared [nterests, values and goals, a truJy 
transformationaJ Jeadercan change followers 
from self-Interesled individuals to eommltted 
collectivists. Unfortunately, such people are 
thin on the ground. Instead. we are often 
required to defer to leaders whose remlt and 
behavlaur [5 Inconsistent with our evolved 
expectations ofleadcrship. Thai can he 
alienating, but at least follawers can 
sometimes do something aboul it. That is 
exactly what millions of US citlzens wJ11 be 
dolng when they exercise their power to vole 
fora new president . • 

Mark van Vugt is an evolutionary social psychologist 
al the University of Kent, UK. This artide is based on 
a paper by him, Robert Hogan and Robert B. Kaiser 
published in the April issue ol Ameriton PsychologiJt 
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