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Ardern concluded her speech with the words: “You can be your own kind of leader — one who knows when it’s time to go.”

Synopsis

It’s not just in politics that such a decision is an exception. Experts in leadership and organisational
behaviour say that while the kind of self-awareness needed to take such a step is desirable in corporate
leaders, it’s also extremely rare. There are multiple reasons why leaders could be reluctant to step aside,

starting with the desire for power.

Lessons for corporate leaders in
resignation of former New

Zealand PM Jacinda Ardern

“I’m not leaving because it’s hard... I’m leaving because with such a privileged job
comes responsibility — the responsibility to know when you are the right person
to lead and also, when you are not.” When Jacinda Ardern announced she would
be resigning from her post as prime minister of New Zealand close to 10 months
before her term was to end in October, it evoked a collective gasp of
astonishment. To a world more inured to the sight of leaders clinging on to their
posts for dear life, by fair means or foul, this was almost unheard of.

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/Jacinda-Ardern
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But the 42-year-old was �rm — as she spelt out in an emotional speech. For
Ardern, being a good leader also meant recognising when you might no longer be
best suited to continue in the saddle.

It’s not just in politics that such a decision is an exception. Experts in leadership
and organisational behaviour say that while the kind of self-awareness needed to
take such a step is desirable in corporate leaders, it’s also extremely rare. “It’s very
unusual for corporate leaders to step back of their own volition (without
compulsions like age, etc). I don’t think we’ve seen many leaders in the corporate
space who have done this,” says Saumya Sindhwani, assistant professor of
organisational behaviour (practice), Indian School of Business, adding that
Ardern has displayed that you can be self-aware and leave at your peak.

Good leaders should be self-aware but most aren’t, says Manfred FR Kets de Vries,
distinguished clinical professor of leadership development and organisational
change at INSEAD, who has advised numerous global corporates and CEOs. At
the seminar he is currently conducting, one of the things he is teaching is more
self-awareness and self-knowledge. “Most of them, however, don’t know when to
go. They will need a push,” he says, bluntly.

There are multiple reasons why leaders could be reluctant to step aside, starting
with the desire for power. “Many have this crazy (unconscious) fantasy to die in

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/corporate-leaders
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/Indian-School-of-Business


1/29/23, 9:50 AM Lessons for corporate leaders in resignation of former New Zealand PM Jacinda Ardern - The Economic Times

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/lessons-for-corporate-leaders-in-resignation-of-former-new-zealand-pm-jacinda-a… 3/6

o�ice. Power can be quite addictive,” says Kets de Vries.

Ritu Kochhar, who leads the India o�ices of executive search and leadership
consulting �rm Spencer Stuart, says that once you have been CEO for a while, the
question of what’s next also comes into play, particularly when one is not close to
the age of retirement. “More often than not, this is a factor. In conglomerates,
they can possibly think of other roles within the organisation but if you are
heading a single business, you might keep holding on to that role until you know
the next phase of your career or are retiring.”Sindhwani points out that the
current system of reward mechanics is not conducive for such decisions either.

“In the corporate ecosystem, the higher you go, the more you get rewarded. That’s
how we look at capitalism. Anybody who chooses to step aside from the rat race
will be told they don’t belong there.” In promoter-owned and -run enterprises,
family dynamics around succession could also come into play, delaying the
decision for the head to step aside, says Amit Tandon, founder, Institutional
Investor Advisory Services. “In such scenarios, decisions are not driven solely by
business considerations.”

There are also negative connotations around quitting and how we are
conditioned to view it, starting with cliched but familiar phrases like “A winner
never quits, a quitter never wins.” To move away from these perceptions, Vishal
Gupta, associate professor in organisational behaviour at IIM-Ahmedabad, says
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leaders should use the phrase “stepping aside” rather than “stepping down”.
“People should not feel it’s a bad thing to quit. Rather, you would be doing the
organisation a favour if you step aside if your ideas are stale.”

TIME’S UP
It is, therefore, important for leaders to listen to feedback from others. “Once you
do that and realise that maybe the work that you set out to do is complete or is
not really yielding the value you believed it is, leaders should start thinking about
whether they are doing the right thing,” says Gupta.

Other signs that it may be time to step aside might be when there is no longer
any sel�earning, if you are going on doing the same thing and if business has
reached an autopilot stage, says Sindhwani.

Gupta says leadership takes a toll, both physically and mentally, as Ardern
indicated in her speech when she mentioned she “no longer had enough in the
tank”. “People think being a leader is a great thing but it’s not easy. It’s physically
and mentally draining and people should listen to their bodies.” Of course, even if
they were to know all this, leaders would also need to rise above their ego and say
they will invite the next person to take their place.

Hanging on to your role of leader when that might not be in the best interests of
the organisation can cost dear.
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“If leaders hang on for too long, there is a great danger that they will self-destruct
and take the company with them,” says Kets de Vries. Most leaders, he says, tend
to give their best during a period of seven years, after which it can be diminishing
returns, though it could di�er for familycontrolled businesses or entrepreneurs.
One of the case studies Gupta uses in his course to illustrate this is Steve
Ballmer’s tenure as CEO of Microsoft, a stint Vanity Fair once tellingly described
as “Microsoft’s Lost Decade”.

"When Ballmer was heading Microsoft, it kept muddling along, neither dying nor
doing great. Then when Satya Nadella came in with fresh ideas, he was able to
script a di�erent growth trajectory for Microsoft,” says Gupta.

This is also why succession planning needs to be a priority for corporates because
at times the leader might want to step aside but stays on because a suitable
successor has not yet been found, says Kochhar. “Succession planning should not
be done at gunpoint. It’s changing but often people come to us to drive a CEO
succession process when they are going to be without a CEO in the next three to
six months, which is not the most optimal,” says Kochhar. Tandon and others
point out that a few large Indian corporate groups like the Tatas, the Mahindras
and some others have clearly laid-out succession plans.

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/Microsoft
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“But if I were to generalise, more often than not, we have seen leaders who stay
much longer in their tenures. It’s only now, in the last few years, that the concept
of thinking systematically around succession planning is happening,” says
Kochhar. While a leader can step aside and become a mentor, Kets de Vries warns
that it could also be problematic if they have too much of a say about their
successor. “They should never be the only decision-maker. Too many unconscious
variables are involved, and there is always (this unconscious fantasy) that their
successor will fail, and that they will be asked to come back,” he says.

Ardern concluded her speech with the words: “You can be your own kind of leader
— one who knows when it’s time to go.”

Gupta echoes this: “People should always keep their exit card in their pocket. Do
the job, but only until you �nd it interesting and have something substantial to
contribute.”


