
Acting tough doesn’t make you a great leader

Notoriously outspoken, his sentences always punctuated with profanities, Gen-
eral George S. Patton was the epitome of what a leader should be like -- or so he 
thought. Patton believed a leader should look and act tough, so he cultivated his 
image and his personality to match his philosophy. He always wore a polished 
helmet, a chest full of medals and his famous ivory-handled pistols on his sides. 
The problem is that leadership has nothing to do with looking or acting tough -- 
quite the opposite, in fact.  
Without question, George S. Patton was a great commander, the right man for 
the times and exactly what America needed in its fight against the Nazis. 
Though he was well respected, he didn’t command the same kind of loyalty and 
admiration as his boss, General Dwight Eisenhower. Eisenhower was the oppo-
site of Patton: no bluster, no bravado. In fact, Eisenhower was famous for his 
self-deprecating sense of humor, something Patton hated. He never made fun of 
himself and he hated when others made fun of him; he thought it detracted from 
how he would be perceived as a leader. Ironic, considering he took great joy in 
publicly mocking others, even other generals.

George S. Patton’s toughness returned to haunt him in the now-infamous inci-
dent in the latter part of the war. He visited a hospital to thank wounded soldiers 
and came across one solider recovering from battle fatigue, the short-term ver-
sion of PTSD. Seeing no physical wounds, Patton became enraged; thinking the 
soldier was a coward, he slapped him. The incident cost him dearly. He lost the 
chance to command any part of the D-Day invasion and was instead relegated 
to command a decoy operation.

Great leaders don’t need to act tough. Their confidence and humility serve to 
underscore their toughness. Mistreating, berating or humiliating people may 
serve to get them to act the way you want them to, but it does not build loyalty. 
Such bravado -- be it real or faked -- does not increase innovation, either. Inno-
vation inherently requires risk and people will only take risks if they feel their 
leader is looking out for them.

If you’re in a position of leadership or aspire to lead, see if you can command 
loyalty without commanding. Ask questions instead of barking orders. Show 
you’re human by admitting mistakes or making fun of your own shortcomings 
instead of lambasting those who point them out for you. Most of all, surround 
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yourself with people smarter and stronger than you instead of trying to be the 
smartest or strongest.

Tough leaders may be effective in the short term, but they rarely, if ever, become 
great leaders. Patton’s leadership style was memorialized in a Hollywood movie 
with George C. Scott. Eisenhower’s leadership style was memorialized by history. 
He went on to become president of the United States.


