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Charlie Brown vs. the prince

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
In the comic strip Peanuts, Charlie 
Brown always asks the question, 
made famous in a song: "Why is 
everybody always picking on me?" 
Lately, many employees, from all 
levels and roles in a variety of firms, 
seem to be asking me the same thing. 
 
I've noticed a pattern to the various 
companies' senior leaders — 
overbearing, micro-managing, quick-
to-blame types,  often either new to 
the role or from a company that 
acquired the firm without knowing 
what was under the hood. 
 
Regarding the latter case, one 
particular company comes to mind. 
They did not realize that the previous 
owner, to get the price he wanted, 
made decisions with the company that 
would hurt it after the sale. He had put 
a freeze on hiring over the previous 
six months, did not replace people 
who left and did not buy new 
equipment or improve existing 
equipment to help in the 
manufacturing process. Post 
acquisition, the manufacturing side is 
operating in a climate of reduced staff, 
equipment that needs repairs or 
replacing, and customers screaming at 
the sales team for not being able to 
meet their needs and delivery dates. 
 
This situation has put a lot of stress on 
everyone, especially on sales. The 
sales managers can't do anything 
about it, and the blame game thickens. 
The stress is so bad that people wont 
go on vacation because they don't 
know if they will have a job upon 
their return. 

Sound familiar? The supervisors and 
managers who are helping to generate 
this stress probably went to the 
business school of hard knocks, where 
Machiavelli's The Prince was required 
reading.  While they might not say it, 
they clearly act as if the end justifies 
the means. 
 
I have observed that there are two 
main types of managers who have a 
tendency to be from "The Prince 
School of Management". The first 
type is a leader who, in reality, is at 
best a strategic thinker and individual 
contributor — we'll call him "The 
Thinker." This person is very 
articulate and recognized by others as 
having a brilliant business mind. In 
fact, Thinkers do not work well under 
pressure and tend to share the burden 
of managing by engaging in intense 
micro-management near the end of 
each quarter. They never can 
understand why others "just don't get 
it." Their tendency to over manage 
when they should be leading enables 
them to focus on budgets and targets 
instead of people. They think in terms 
of immediate success and take out the 
extras, which often include everything 
to do with people. 
 
The second executive is the one we'll 
call "The Seer." This type tends to set 
a focus on objectives and milestones 
and then initially says all the right 
things. As deadlines approach, 
however, he or she begins to work 
with those that get the results. Seers 
focus on numbers while ignoring how 
the results are achieved because they 
make the manager look good. In 
return, they are rewarded with praise 
and bonuses and the cycle is 
perpetuated. Over time, this track 
record of success gives them internal 
status, which allows them to act as if 
they can do everyone's job better than 
die job incumbent. 

Recently a person caught in one of 
these very situations approached me 
with a question about what to do — 
we'll call him Charlie Brown. He has 
invested 25 years in building a 
reputation in the industry, and is one 
of the senior people in the sales 
organization. Bur without the new 
owners' willingness to take a short-
term loss for a long-term gain, most of 
his clients will abandon him for other 
suppliers. His own manager will not 
stand up to the new owners and let 
them know the reality of the situation. 
 
I found it difficult to give him advice. 
On one hand, perhaps it's best that 
Charlie Brown freshen up his resume 
and move on. That's a depressing 
suggestion, but maybe it's the easiest 
and healthiest thing to do. On the 
other hand, we all know from the 
Peanuts cartoon that Charlie Brown 
never could resist taking another kick 
at that football. He had a boundless 
faith that this time it would be 
different. So I told my friend about a 
third type of leader - let's call him 
"The Realist." The Realist recognizes 
the reality of a situation. He knows 
that the takeover will take time, and 
that the destructive and negative 
people in the organization look good 
in the short-term but usually falter 
over the long haul. He is willing to 
see the potential of the future and be a 
force within the organization for 
supporting, in small ways and large, 
those longer-term gains. The Realist 
finds that others increasingly turn to 
him for leadership. 
 
In an environment that is hostile to 
realists, this can put the leader in a 
dangerous position, but he is willing 
to give it a try. Why? Because he 
cares and he knows that people matter 
more than numbers. Will the 
organization come to feel the same 
way? I once was consulting to an 
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organization that had a poster on the 
wall that said, "People Matter." That 
poster aggravated employees so much 
that someone crossed off the "a" and 
turned it into a "u." That's how you'll 
know when your organization is not 
living up to its people... when they 
begin to "mutter."  
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