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In today’s world, especially in the recent economical crisis condition, 
there is much emphasising on how to improve the performance of the 
company. In this light, the sustainable development is becoming more and 
more a questionable asset. Still, there are some great companies which 
succeed. What are the driving forces behind them? In the next few lines, 
we tried to gave some answers. 
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Lately, the theory of human resource management has known new 
forms of development. A greater focus is aimed on management and 
leadership style. The leader, being appointed to lead the organization and 
responsible for the achievement of the company s objectives, becomes the 
main element in the analysis of the company s evolution. 

In the eight decade, the economic theories were circling around the 
concepts of leaders/manager today it seems that the economics specialists 
are agreeing that, in order to be able to discuss a company in full 
development you need to discuss the existence of a leader, in charge. The 
debates are related to what type of leader is best suited and is more efficient, 
what type of leadership brings greater benefits, what type of structure has 
positive effects on the long term and which type only on short term. 

There are countless examples of rescuers of companies on the brink 
of bankruptcy. The expert literature has promoted several charismatic 
leaders as Stanley C. Gault (Rubbermaid) Lee Iacocca (Chrysler), Al 
Dunlap (Scott Paper), Jack Welch (General Electric), that had great success 
and leaded their companies towards an unexpected level of success, but in 
return on the long term, awarded greater importance to their own ego, 
leaving behind people that could not reach their level. The success was 
short-lived. 
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On the other hand, considering a concept that is increasingly 
promoted by the expert literature – sustaining development -, there is 
another category of leaders that are prioritizing the best interest of the 
company. Their outcomes are amazing, considering that initially they don t 
stand out. They are, generally, shy people, that resent publicity, but strong 
willed and very determined to accomplish their goals. 

Studies realized by Harvard specialists during a five years period of 
time (1996-2001) with a focus on eleven companies, with the lead question: 
Can a ok company become a leader on the market and how?, determined 
the emergence of a new theory concerning managers - Level five leaders* 

 
 

Figura 11† -  Ierarchical levels of the leaders  

                                                
*  Collins, Jim – Level 5 leadership. The Triumph of Humility and Fierce Resolve, HBR On 
Point – Best of HBR on Leadership: Stealth Leadership, 2005, p. 21 

 
† idem, p. 22 

LEVEL 5 – Level five leaders 
  The build sustainable greatness by an unusual combination of 
personal humility and professional will. 

LEVEL 4 – Efficient leaders 
They are able to catalyze the commitment towards the energetic 
pursuit of a clear and irresistible vision 

LEVEL 3 – Competent managers 
 They organize the human and material resources in order accomplish 
efficiently the predefined objectives 

LEVEL 2 – An active member of the team 
 Contributes to the accomplishment of the group objectives, he works 
efficiently alongside the other members of the group  

LEVEL 1 – A very capable individual 
 Contributes to the improvement of the results by talent, knowledge, 
abilities and work related conduct. 
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The main focus lies on humility and on the principle- silent action. 

The authors of the study consider that the main quality that can turn a leader 
to a level five leader is humility and the sacrifice of his personal interests in 
favor of the company s. A level five leader in charge of a company will 
always say “My wish is that at one point, in the future, standing on my 
porch, to consider my company as one of the most important in the world, 
and be able to say I worked there”. 

The level five leaders is at the top of the capacities hierarchy and is, 
according to the Harvard studies, an indispensable request for the evolution 
of an ok company to a extraordinary level of performances. Under this level 
there are for steps, each one with its advantages, but none with the effect of 
the fifth. To reach level 5, individuals do not, necessarily, have to tag each 
step, but in order to become a real level five leader they must develop all of 
the features requested for the first four levels and also the special ones 
requested by the level five. 
 

Specialists have identified four main action rules to develop a 
sustainable business 

• Do not take rushed decisions- When critical moments for the 
future of the firm, emerge, level five leaders always try to buy time; this 
tactic often make the difference between success and failure, time allows the 
situation to cool down and gives leaders the possibility to observe how the 
evolution of the events and the people involved interact; of course situations 
that require immediate reaction may appear, but, generally, acting on 
impulse may lead to overreactions. 

• Choose your own battles- building a positive self- image is a 
powerful weapon in order to win future battles. The positive image is very 
hard to create and extremely easy to lose; thus the level five leaders are 
investing it very ingenious and use it very carefully, before tackling the 
difficult issues, they always asses how much of their image is at stake and 
what benefits can be ,finally, gained. 

• Adapt tot the rules- don t break them- although most of the 
time there is the morality issue of such action, often in every day life there 
are situations when obeying the rules leads to missing development 
opportunities; breaking the existent rules is not a good thing and may even 
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be illegal, still, level five leaders can evaluate a situation beyond its limits 
and find ways to adapt them to the context at hand. 

• Always find a middle ground- here as well, discussions may 
emerge regarding the morality of such an attitude; often compromise has 
negative meanings and may lead to the breach of principles and to the loss 
of integrity and consequently of the credibility; still compromise has to be 
considered as indispensable in certain situations. Situations must not always 
be considered as black or white, and the complexity of the gray shades must 
be understood; to be inflexible, concerning personal principles and the rules 
of action may earn you the reputation of hard liner, but does not always 
leads to the best solutions at certain complex issues. This state of affairs 
makes an excellent combination with the win-win principle that dominates 
the world of successful business. 

As to the administration of the human resource, the main idea is that 
an efficient leader focuses on people first, and then on strategy. When 
starting, a level five leader will choose, first of all, the right people for the 
right job will break up with the employees that do not fit with the business 
requirements, and then, will underline with the rest of the employees the 
strategies and the directions to follow. This is probably the greatest 
difference towards the classical theories concerning leadership, which used 
to set as starting point of the adventure, establishing the vision, of the 
strategy and the means to get there. By, first selecting the people the 
existence of more than one perspective on the objectives is ensured, 
enabling a greater cohesion toward the commitment of achieving the goals. 

Level five is rounded also by other   elements concerning the 
strategies to follow. 

One would be the hedgehog concept*. The renowned philosopher 
Isaiah Berlin created a very well suited analogy of the business world, 
taking as a starting point a comparison with the animal world: the fox, on 
one hand, knows little, but about a large number of areas, the hedgehog 
knows very well only one thing; the fox is a complex animal, the hedgehog 
a simple one, still in the end the hedgehog is taking the day. Back to the 
business world, great achievements require the understanding of a single, 
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extremely important central element- focusing the business on the crossroad 
between the three circles- on what specific area the company can become a 
leader on the market, how it can obtain top economic results, and what 
activity produces the greatest level of motivation for the employees. Great 
achievements appear when you follow the hedgehog principle and eliminate 
everything that is not included in all the three circles. 

Another important element is creating a culture of discipline inside 
the company. In every successful company in the world there are three 
constant forms of discipline: personnel discipline, ideas discipline and 
activities discipline. When the employees are disciplined, there is no need to 
apply hierarchy rules, when there is an ideas discipline, there is no need of 
bureaucracy, when activities are in the framework of disciplined 
coordinates, excessive control is not required 

Personal humility  Profesional will 

•  Show humility, avoids public admiration, 
never brags; 

•  Acts with calm determination,relies 
specially on inspirational stadards, not on carisma to 
motivate;    

•  Channels his ambition not towarsd himself 
but on the company, he carefully chooses his 
succesors, capable of improving the company results;   

•  He looks in the mirror and not elswhere 
when it stime to assume responsibilities for the failure, 
never blaming other pepole, external factors or bad 
luck. 

•  Gets extraordinary results, being a true 
catalyst during evolution periods; 

•  Shows extreme fermity to do the neccesary 
in order to obtain the best results in the long term; 

•  Sets standards which are the base of the 
sustainable development of the company;   

• He looks in the mirror and not elswhere 
when it stime to assume responsibiliteis for the failure, 
never blaming other pepole, external factors or bad 
luck . 

Figure 12* - Yin  and  Yang of  Level 5 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

What represents a succesfull organisation leader? From a 
personality  perspective four types can be identified: 

• The narcisist- leaders with strong personality may be very 
suited to lead businesses, especially in transition periods. Being, generally, 
good at strategies and boldly assuming risks, they lead the organizations on 
the highest peaks   of efficiency. There is the risk that negative aspects of 
the personality, lead to a later failure of the company and of his career. 

                                                
* Idem, p. 25 
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• Humble and determined – the most efficient leaders do not 
emphasize their personality- the even suppress it, most of the time, for the 
best interest of the company. Although shy, the posses an iron will. They 
are, what experts call, a level five leader. 

• Authentic- the personality aspect carries less weight than the 
other elements of authenticity. 

• Inspirational- they communicate their virtues as well as the 
flaws to their followers, revealing their full personality. 

In general, the narcissistic leaders with strong personalities and 
abilities to attract well developed masses are useful to the companies in 
extreme situations that require extreme measures and the courage to enforce 
them. Still, they can be successful for a period of time, still they can lead the 
company to disaster, by not listening to the observations or the critics of the 
people around them. The latest theories, developed on the research of 
successful companies, give more and more credit to the quiet leaders, 
without too many popular qualities but determined and able to put the 
company interest before their own and mange to ensure a sustainable 
development for the company. 
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