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The list of desirable character traits, attitudes, skills and philosophies that 

firms seek in a leader seems endless. The desired characteristics that are listed are in conflict with 

each other. 

It is hard to hold a leader accountable if there is not a clear, unambiguous understanding of the role. 

Many leaders prefer it this way: they like the freedom of action that comes from an ambiguous role. 

However, wouldn’t it be better for all concerned to know, in advance, and with clarity, what the true, 

real expectations are? 

A Diagnostic Tool

Here’s a simple diagnostic tool that can be used to facilitate your firm’s discussions of the character-

istics it seeks in a leader. 

The questions that follow include a series of “paired” qualities that a good leader your firm might 

possess. In each pair, either quality may be desirable. However, the point of pairing these qualities 

is to ask: if there had to be a choice between the two items in the pair, which would each respondent 

really prefer in a leader?

Do you want your chief executive to be someone who:

	 • Focuses on working inside firm versus focuses on a high profile with clients and marketplace 

	 • Is good with numbers versus good with people

	 • Leads in accordance with a strong personal ideology of his or her own versus leads through 

tolerance of different views, values and approaches
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	 • Has a track record of generating business versus a track record of managing people well

	 • Thinks we need to make big strategic moves, even if they involve bigger risks versus thinks we 

should make small, incremental changes 

	 • Has personal strategic acumen versus has the ability to facilitate and let others innovate and 

make strategic choices

	 • Has the best business qualifications versus has the best character qualifications 

	 • Prefers to confront problems early, even if this can be disruptive versus prefers to avoid conflict 

until it’s necessary to tackle it

	 • Focuses on preserving the firm’s historical culture versus focuses on changing the culture to 

adapt to meet new challenges of the marketplace

	 • Moves fast versus acts deliberatively

An important educational, bonding and strategy-setting function will be served by 
using the results for a discussion of the differing views. The point of the survey tool 
is not to suppress debate, but to identify the subjects most worthy of debate.
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Naturally, it is possible to adapt this questionnaire to your own firm, inserting pairs that I have omit-

ted and deleting ones you think are less critical to your firm. The key is to make the choices difficult, 

so that people are forced to reflect on what are the key, top-priority characteristics for the right chief 

executive for your firm, right now.  

An important educational, bonding and strategy-setting function will be served by using the results 

for a discussion of the differing views. The point of the survey tool is not to suppress debate, but to 

identify the subjects most worthy of debate. Areas of consensus can be quickly noted, and discussion 

focused on topics where there is a disparity of views.

This approach forces many people to reflect in depth for the first time what kind of leader they truly 

think is best for the firm and, perhaps more importantly, what kind of leader they are prepared to 

accept and be guided by. 

After this exercise, your firm will be ready to examine your candidates, and choose the right leader 

for where your firm is today and where your organization wants to go. 

This approach forces many people to reflect in depth for the first time what kind 
of leader they truly think is best for the firm and, perhaps more importantly, what 
kind of leader they are prepared to accept and be guided by. 
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