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How can we be seen as an inspirational leader?



LNP ALP

Molenberghs et al. (2017). The neuroscience of inspirational leadership: The importance of collective-
oriented language and shared group membership. Journal of Management, 43, 2168-2194.





effective leaders

- Make salient the role of followers in future success
- Make personal sacrifices for the group
- Use words like “we” and “us” to make sure followers 

see themselves as part of the leader’s vision
- For example: There is a need for each and every one 

of us to help shape our future.

non-effective leaders

- Focus on themselves
- Are driven by self-interest
- Use words like “I” and “me”
- For example: I will create a future where I am 

admired and remembered.

Australian Prime ministerial candidates who used “we” or “us” (rather than “I” or 
“me”) more than their opponent won 80 % of the time (Steffens and Haslam, 2013) 



stimuli: 

inspirational vs non-inspirational statements from ingroup and outgroup leaders

Participants: Liberal and Labor supporters

rating:

This leader has an inspiring vision

1 (strongly disagree) – 7 (strongly agree)
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Molenberghs et al. (2017). The neuroscience of inspirational leadership: The importance of collective-
oriented language and shared group membership. Journal of Management, 43, 2168-2194.
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Key message for aspirational leaders. If you want to make sure 
that your inspirational messages don’t fall on deaf ears, make 
sure that you: 

a) create a vision and group identity that your followers can 
identify with so that you will be seen as an ingroup leader 

b) focus on creating the best outcome for the whole group 
rather than just the best outcome for yourself.
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People (and animals) don’t like to 
be paid less for the same work

The importance of fairness



Frans de Waal



Humans also don’t like unfairness



How much more should a CEOs make? (Kiatpongsan and Norton, 2014)

• ideal pay gaps between skilled and unskilled workers are significantly smaller than 
estimated pay gaps and that there is consensus across countries, socioeconomic 
status, and political beliefs

• data from 16 countries reveals that people dramatically underestimate actual 
pay inequality

They asked people form 16 different countries what is the 
estimated pay gap vs. ideal pay gap for different professions

• One example - USA: CEO vs unskilled worker 

ideal ratio:  

estimated ratio: 

Actual ratio:

Main conclusions

7:1

30:1

354:1



Wealth distribution in America



1) Children and adults generally have a preference to divide resources equally in the lab.

People seem to like equality. 

2) Subjects sometimes prefer equal outcomes in which everyone gets less overall to 
unequal outcomes where everyone gets more overall.

3) Outrage over inequality can be sufficiently strong that subjects will pay to punish 
unequal distributors.



So are people communists?

1) People want some unequal distribution (even if it is not as big as reality), because they 
believe it motivates people to work harder.

2) People are happy if there is enough social mobility.

3) People are happy if the unequal distribution is based on merit (to a certain degree).

No: There is a difference between equality and fairness. People are driven by fairness, 
not equality.

Some further observations



However, people really dislike unequal distributions that are not deemed fair. Therefore it is 
critical for leaders to create a transparent system in which renumeration is based on fairness.
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Types of biases





Problem: You are offered a gamble on the toss of a coin. If the coin shows 
tails, you lose $100. If the coin shows heads, you win $150. 

Would you accept it?

For many people the answer is about $200, twice as much as the loss.. 

If not, how much would you want to win: $175, $200, $250?



Prospect theory: Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky 

gainslosses

+

+

dollar amount

Psychological value

+100 +200-100-200

_

_

We feel the loss of $100 more than the gain of $100



You just like winning and dislike losing—and you almost 
certainly dislike losing more than you like winning.

Therefore it is critical as a leader to make sure that employees feel like a winner. How? 

- Empower them

- Praise them

- Avoid intergroup comparisons, focus on group outcomes and people’s contribution 
to these group outcomes. 



sunk-cost fallacy

Chance that small business will survive for five years in the USA:

Leaders often make irresponsible decisions because they don’t like to lose.  

35%.

Individuals who open such businesses - “any business like yours”: 60%

Individuals who open such businesses – your business: 81%

overconfidence

endowment effect

confirmation bias

However this fear of losing is also relevant for leaders themselves.
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Questions ?

Suggestions ?

Criticisms ?


