
© 2014 IN COMMAND LTD 

 

 
 

 
 
Having identified that the first step on a leadership journey is to know oneself then the next step 
is to start to understand some of the leadership theories.  The oldest and perhaps best known is 
the trait theory – sometimes referred to as the ‘qualities approach’ or ‘great man’ theory.  The 
grounding for this theory was cunning in its simplicity: identify a great leader, identify the ‘traits’ 
that made him or her a great leader and then emulate them and, hey presto, you too can be a 
great leader.  There is a saying that if something appears too good to be true then it probably is, 
and this simple approach to trait theory falls into this category.   
 
Trait based theory was formulated in the 19th and early 20th 
Centuries and the leadership academics often write about leaders 
such as Nelson, Wellington, Gladstone, Disraeli, Haig etc.  The 
first question therefore is who decided that these folk were great 
leaders?  There is no doubt that nelson won the battle of Trafalgar 
and Wellington the battle of Waterloo, and countless other 
engagements between them, so they were both good tacticians 
and strategists but did anyone ever ask their subordinates if they 
were good at leadership?  Did anyone ever visit the trenches of 
the First World War and ask Private Albert Scroggins of the First 
Blankshire Pals what he thought about the leadership of Field 
Marshal Haig?  Probably not, but who decided that these great leaders were…great leaders?  
Most likely it was their peers and figures from the establishment.  Trait based leadership theory 
also links in with the nature or nurture argument, ie whether leaders are born or made.  It is likely 
that in these early days of studying leadership, when little was known of psychology or the 
associated theories, that people thought that some people were born leaders and other born 
followers.   
 
If we look at these great leaders though they have several things in common: they were born into 
a certain societal rank, they followed a similar path in their early years – public school then either 
university or Sandhurst or Naval College (indeed in the 19th Century one became an officer in the 
Army or Navy by purchasing a commission – so wealth rather than ability was the key) so they got 
into their positions as leaders by birthright; on the other hand, Private Albert Scroggins may have 
been a fantastic leader – it’s just that he never got the chance. 
 
The main problem with trait theory though lies in the fact that almost as many traits were 
identified as studies undertaken.   This subject was researched for many years by many different 
people but it became apparent that no consistent set of traits could be identified that could 
distinguish leaders from non-leaders.  It is true that some traits were found across a considerable 
number of studies but that may have been coincidence as no ‘control’ subjects were ever 
identified Some leaders might have possessed certain traits but, on the other hand, the absence 
of any of those traits did not necessarily mean that the person was not a leader.   
 

TRAIT THEORY 
IN COMMAND

“Perhaps the 
traits we look 
for in leaders 
are actually 
the traits we 
look for in 
ourselves”. 
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Then of course there is context to consider: take the trait of sense of humour – what one person 
finds funny another may not but it doesn’t mean that either of them cannot lead – they just have 
different comic tastes.  Other traits often cited are Drive, Determination, Vision, Confidence, 
Influence; yes, they’re all traits but what about the leaders that showed them?  Adolf Hitler and 
Pol Pot had them in abundance but it does not necessarily mean that we would follow those 
leaders and, were they great leaders?  Someone, somewhere thinks they were. 
 
Words like Drive, Determination, Vision, Confidence often crop up in job adverts but how do we 
define Vision?  How do we measure confidence or determination.  Is a person who keeps going 
against all odds to try to reach a goal, constantly reinforcing failure, determined or just stupid?  Is 
that person’s ‘determination’ going to cost your organisation millions of pounds or do irreparable 
damage to your corporate reputation?   
 
Perhaps the traits we look for in leaders are actually the traits we look for in ourselves. 
 
So what does this mean for you? Selecting people for jobs and roles based solely on traits can be 
fraught with danger – it’s a case of ‘be careful what you wish for’.  A while ago I attended a lecture 
given by a gentleman who had led a team in an extreme race to the magnetic North Pole.  He 
was determined to win and picked his team based on the traits that he himself had – 
determination, stamina, physical fitness, will-to-win.  There was no doubt that, on paper, he had 
the better team but…things did not go as expected.  Each day started with a detailed briefing of 
the route to be followed, check-points and, importantly the location of the overnight campsite.  
His team roared away from the start line and left the others still looking at maps and inputting 
coordinates into their GPS.   
 
Unsurprisingly his team were first to the campsite but…it wasn’t the campsite; in their haste they 
had input the wrong coordinates into the GPS and no one had checked – it took a further 3 hours 
to get to the correct location and they eventually arrived, cold and hungry to be greeted by the 
other teams who were tucked up in their tents.  Day two saw another mishap; they made sure that 
the route was correct and duly pushed on and arrived first at the correct campsite but when they 
came to erect the tent found that they had lost the tent pegs – this was a big issue in the frozen 
wastes of Canada but fortunately a member of the safety team had found them (where they had 
left them at the first campsite) and all was well…other than they were docked points and so didn’t 
win the day.  By far the most frightening moment though was when they encountered a Polar 
Bear.  The organisers had allowed for this and each team had been given a shotgun and 
ammunition, the idea being to try to scare the bear away or, in extremis, shoot it.  Faced with a 
450 lb carnivore they unpacked the shotgun but couldn’t find the ammunition.   
 
Apparently, shouting ‘BANG’ at a hungry Polar Bear is not a satisfactory course of action; 
however, they were saved by a member of the safety team who scared the bear away.  The 
ammunition was found some time later in the depth of somebody’s rucksack.  The point here is 
that the leader has built a team that was determined to win at all costs; the lesson learned was 
that the team should have had a member who was a details person – someone who would plan 
properly and then check things.  Overall, although they crossed the finish line first, the team didn’t 
win because they had been penalized so many points due to all the mistakes that they made – so, 
be careful what you wish for! 
 


