
The Five Temptations Of A Ceo 1

The Five
Temptations Of A
Ceo

The Five
Temptations
Of A Ceo

Downloaded from
template-dev.mobaptist.org

by Lacey & Schwartz

INTRODUCTION:
THE HIDDEN
PITFALLS OF
LEADERSHIP

Leadership  is  often
romant ic ized  as  a
journey of  unwavering
confidence,  strategic
g e n i u s ,  a n d
unshakeable  resolve.
Y e t  b e n e a t h  t h e
surface of every corner
office  lies  a  battlefield
n o t  a g a i n s t
compet i t o r s ,  bu t
against  one's  own
instincts. In his seminal
business  fable,  Patrick
Lencioni  introduced  a

framework  that  has
s i n c e  b e c o m e  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
e x e c u t i v e
development:  The
Five Temptations Of
A CEO. These are not
external  threats  but
internal  pulls—subtle,
seductive  inclinations
that  can  derail  even
the  most  ta lented
leaders. Understanding
these  temptations  is
not merely an exercise
in self-awareness; it is
a  critical  survival  skill
for  anyone  who  holds
t h e  r e i n s  o f  a n
organization.  This
article  delves  deeply
into  each  of  these  five
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traps,  exploring  why
they  are  so  alluring,
how  they  manifest  in
daily  decisions,  and
what a leader can do to
resist  them.  Whether
you  are  a  seasoned
e x e c u t i v e  o r  a n
aspiring  entrepreneur,
recogniz ing  these
patterns  is  the  first
step toward building a
culture  of  genuine
accountability,  trust,
and long-term success.

THE FIRST
TEMPTATION:
CHOOSING STATUS
OVER RESULTS

When
Ego
Trumps

Outcome
s
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
pervasive  temptations
a  CEO  faces  is  the
desire to protect  their
own  status  and  ego
rather than relentlessly
pursuing  measurable
r e s u l t s .  T h i s
tempta t ion  o f ten
appears  innocuous—a
leader  might  avoid
making a bold decision
t h a t  c o u l d  f a i l ,
prioritize  being  liked
over being effective, or
surround  themselves
with  yes-men  who
bolster  their  image.
The  core  issue  is  a
s u b t l e  s h i f t  i n
motivation:  instead  of
asking "What must we
achieve?"  the  leader
asks  "How  wil l  this
affect my reputation?"
I n  p r a c t i c e ,  t h i s
temptation  leads  to



The Five Temptations Of A Ceo 3

3

risk  aversion.  A  CEO
may delay a necessary
restructuring,  avoid
hard  conversations
with  underperforming
executives,  or  chase
short-term  wins  that
polish  the  quarterly
numbers  but  erode
long-term  value.  The
antidote  is  a  radical
commitment to results.
Leaders  must  define
c l e a r ,  o b j e c t i v e
measures  of  success
and  hold  themselves
a n d  t h e i r  t e a m s
accountable  to  those
metrics,  even  when it
m e a n s  p e r s o n a l
discomfort.  Creating  a
culture  where  results
are  celebrated  more
than hierarchy requires
vulnerability  and  a
w i l l i ngness  to  be
wrong—qualities  that
are surprisingly rare at
the top.

How to
Recogniz
e and
Resist
T o  c o m b a t  t h i s
temptation,  a  CEO
should  regularly  audit
their  own  decision-
making.  Ask:  Did  I
choose  the  safest
option  to  protect  my
standing, or did I lean
i n t o  t h e  m o s t
promising outcome for
the  organizat ion?
Surrounding  yourself
with a team that values
candor over deference
is  also  crucial.  When
status ceases to be the
ultimate  currency,  the
organization can focus
on what truly matters:
achieving its mission.
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THE SECOND
TEMPTATION:
CHOOSING
POPULARITY OVER

ACCOUNTABILITY

The
Seduction
of Being
Liked
The second temptation
is  perhaps  the  most
human  of  all.  Every
leader  wants  to  be
a d m i r e d  a n d
appreciated  by  their
team.  However,  when
t h e  d e s i r e  f o r
popularity  overrides
t h e  n e e d  t o  h o l d
people  accountable,  it
creates  a  slow poison
within the organization.
A  CEO  who  avo ids
d isc ip l in ing  a  top
performer  because

they  fear  conflict  or
who  overlooks  missed
deadlines to maintain a
h a r m o n i o u s
a t m o s p h e r e  i s
succumbing  to  this
trap.
Accountability  is  the
backbone  of  a  high-
per forming  team.
Without  it,  mediocrity
creeps  in.  The  most
respected  leaders  are
not those who are liked
by everyone, but those
w h o  a r e  t r u s t e d
because  they  are  fair
and  consistent.  They
understand  that  true
respect  comes  from
s e t t i n g  c l e a r
expectat ions  and
following  through  on
consequences.  The
t e m p t a t i o n  t o  b e
everyone's  friend  can
be especially strong in
startup cultures where
camaraderie  is  prized,
but the cost is often a
lack of rigor that leads
to poor execution.
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Practical
Steps to
Stay
Accounta
ble
One  effective  strategy
is to implement a peer-
based  accountability
system  where  team
members  hold  each
other to commitments.
T h e  C E O  s e t s  t h e
example  by  publicly
accepting  feedback
a n d  a d m i t t i n g
mistakes.  Additionally,
f o r m a l i z i n g
performance  reviews
and  making  them  a
transparent,  regular
process  removes  the
emotional  burden  of
"one-off"  difficult
c o n v e r s a t i o n s .
Remember:  popularity

is  fleeting,  but  a
reputation  for  fairness
and  high  standards
endures.

THE THIRD
TEMPTATION:
CHOOSING
CERTAINTY OVER
CLARITY

The
Illusion of
Having
All the
Answers
CEOs are  expected to
h a v e  v i s i o n  a n d
direction. This pressure
of ten  leads  to  the
t e m p t a t i o n  o f
p r o j e c t i n g
certainty—acting  as  if
y o u  h a v e  a l l  t h e
answers—rather  than



6

6 The Five Temptations Of A Ceo 2025-06-05

seeking clarity.  Clarity
requires asking probing
questions,  admitting
unce r ta in ty ,  and
exploring  multiple
p e r s p e c t i v e s .
Certainty, on the other
hand, provides a false
sense  of  security  and
c a n  s h u t  d o w n
innovation.  A  leader
who  always  has  a  firm
answer  discourages
diverse viewpoints and
creates  a  cu l tu re
where  people  wait  to
be told what to do.
This  temptat ion  is
particularly  dangerous
in  dynamic  markets.
T h e  C E O  w h o
stubbornly  sticks  to  a
plan  because  they
don't  want  to  appear
u n s u r e  m a y  m i s s
critical  signals.  The
better path is to foster
a  culture  of  inquiry:
"I'm not sure, but let's
figure  it  out  together."
C l a r i t y  i n v o l v e s
defining  the  questions

that need answers, not
necessarily  providing
t h e  a n s w e r s
p r e m a t u r e l y .  I t
requires humility and a
willingness to iterate.

How to
Cultivate
Clarity
Start  by distinguishing
between  strategic
clarity and operational
certainty.  Be  clear  on
the  'why '  and  the
'what '  but  remain
flexible  on  the  'how.'
Encourage debate and
dissent  among  your
leadership team. When
a  t e a m  m e m b e r
challenges  your  view,
thank them. Over time,
this  practice  builds  a
m o r e  a g i l e
organization. The most
effective  CEOs  admit
they don't have all the
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answers—they  have
the  discipline  to  seek
them.

THE FOURTH
TEMPTATION:
CHOOSING
HARMONY OVER
CONFLICT

The Cost
of
Artificial
Peace
A  h a r m o n i o u s
workplace  sounds
idyllic,  but  when  it  is
achieved  by  avoiding
necessary  conflict,  it
becomes  a  breeding
ground for  mediocrity.
The  fourth  temptation
i s  t h e  d e s i r e  t o
maintain  a  pleasant,
conflict-free
environment  at  the
expense  of  honest,

passionate  debate
about  ideas.  A  CEO
w h o  s h u t s  d o w n
disagreements  or  who
subtly  discourages
tension  among  the
executive team denies
the  organization  the
friction that sparks the
best solutions.
Productive  conflict  is
not  about  personal
attacks;  it  is  about
rigorous,  sometimes
u n c o m f o r t a b l e ,
discussions  about
strategy,  resource
a l l o c a t i o n ,  a n d
priorities.  Teams  that
avoid  conflict  often
make  decisions  based
on the lowest common
denominator—compro
mises  that  satisfy  no
one. A CEO must model
t h e  b e h a v i o r  o f
engaging in respectful,
intense debate without
le t t ing  i t  become
personal. This requires
emotional  intelligence
and  a  c lea r  se t  o f
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n o r m s  f o r  t e a m
interactions.

Embracin
g
Construct
ive
Tension
One  practical  method
is  to  schedule  "conflict
time" during meetings,
where  team  members
are explicitly asked to
s h a r e  o p p o s i n g
viewpoints.  Another  is
to use frameworks like
"Red Team/Blue Team"
exercises  to  explore
different scenarios. The
key is to separate the
idea  from the  person.
When  conflict  is  seen
as  a  path  to  better
decisions rather than a
threat to harmony, the
organization  becomes

both  more  innovative
and more cohesive.

THE FIFTH
TEMPTATION:
CHOOSING TRUST
OVER
INVULNERABILITY

The Myth
of the
Impervio
us Leader
The  final  temptation  is
t h e  m o s t
counterintuitive.  Many
CEOs  bel ieve  they
m u s t  p r o j e c t
invulnerability—never
admitting  weakness,
doubt,  or  error.  This
creates  a  fortress
mentality  that  isolates
them from their team.
In reality, trust is built
on vulnerability.  When
a  l e a d e r  o p e n l y
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a c k n o w l e d g e s  a
mistake, asks for help,
or  shows  uncertainty
about a decision, they
signal that it is safe for
others to do the same.
This  is  the  foundation
of genuine trust.
The  temptat ion  to
appear  invulnerable
often stems from a fear
o f  b e i n g  s e e n  a s
incompetent  or  weak.
B u t  t h e  c o s t  i s
enormous: a team that
lacks trust will hesitate
to  br ing  bad  news
e a r l y ,  w i l l  h i d e
problems, and will  fail
t o  c o l l a b o r a t e
effectively.  Trust  is  not
about being infallible; it
is about being reliable,
honest,  and  open.  A
CEO  who  admits  " I
don't know" or "I made
a  mistake"  actually
st rengthens  the i r
credibil ity.

Building a
Culture of
Vulnerabi
lity
S t a r t  s m a l l .  I n  a
l e a d e r s h i p  t e a m
meet i ng ,  sha re  a
personal  challenge  or
an  area  where  you
n e e d  s u p p o r t .
Encourage others to do
the  same.  Establish
routines like "start with
a  check- in"  where
team  members  briefly
share  how  they  are
feeling. Over time, this
creates  psychological
s a f e t y .  T h e  m o s t
trusted  leaders  are
those who are human
e n o u g h  t o  b e
i m p e r f e c t .  T h e y
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
vu lnerab i l i t y  i s  a
s t r e n g t h ,  n o t  a
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weakness.

CONCLUSION: THE
ONGOING
DISCIPLINE OF
LEADERSHIP

The  Five  Temptations
Of  A  CEO  are  not  a
one-time  test  but  an
ongoing balancing act.
Every day, leaders face
choices between status
and results,  popularity
and  accountability,
certainty  and  clarity,
harmony  and  conflict,
and invulnerability and
trust .  The  path  to
exceptional  leadership
lies  not  in  avoiding
these  tensions  but  in
consciously  choosing
the  ha rde r ,  more
rewarding  option.  By
recogniz ing  these
temptations in yourself

and  your  team,  you
c a n  c r e a t e  a n
organization  that  is
resilient,  honest,  and
high-performing.  The
most  successful  CEOs
are  not  those  who
never  fall  into  these
traps—they  are  those
who learn to recognize
when they are slipping
and have the courage
to  pul l  themselves
b a c k .  I n  t h e  e n d ,
leadership is not about
being  perfect;  it  is
about  being  aware,
accountab le ,  and
always  striving  to  be
bet te r .  When  you
master  these  five
temptat ions ,  you
u n l o c k  t h e  t r u e
po ten t i a l  o f  you r
leadership  and  your
organization.


