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The Myth of Natural-Born Leaders
BY THOMAS COOK, MD

I ’ve watched many residents 
ascend to the position of chief 

resident over the years, and I 
have heard on more occasions 
than I can count an attending, 
nurse, or resident say, “I knew on 
the first day I met her that she 
would be chief resident.” These 
statements are even made when 
interviewing medical students. It 
is common for someone to write 
“future chief” in his synopsis of an 
applicant.

History is replete with stories 
about natural-born leaders. It’s as if 
DNA roulette created people with 
the necessary skills to lead sports 
teams, armies, Fortune 500 com-
panies, nations, or other residents. 
But is it true? Are some people 
really destined to lead? Are people 
like Abraham Lincoln, Winston 
Churchill, Angela Merkel, Martin 
Luther King Jr., Dwight D. Eisen-
hower, and Margaret Thatcher put 
on this earth to take care of us? 
Were they all natural-born leaders?

The reality is great leaders are 
usually like the rest of us. President 
Lincoln did not grow up being 
thought of as exceptional. Born 
into desperate poverty, he lost 
everything on several occasions, 
 including money, his mother, a sis-
ter, a child, and the first love of his 
life. (Mary Todd was his second 
choice.) He was even routinely 
likened to an ape during his presid-
ential campaign. Yet he held the 

country together through hell, 
only to be assassinated.

Dr. King had rocks 
thrown at his head, re-
ceived bomb threats 
and countless 
insults, was 
incarcerated, 
and suffered 
the same 
fate as Lin-
coln. German 
Chancellor 
Merkel was raised 
in relative deprivation 
in East Germany, only 
to emerge as the most 
consistent current 
leader of an embattled 
continent. In truth, no 
one looked at these in-
dividuals as natur-
al-born leaders for 
most of their lives. 
They were viewed as 
the wrong color, the 
wrong gender, or as 
uneducated and awk-
ward in appearance. 
Yet, history will never 
forget them.

Exposed to 
 Criticism
It is my experi-
ence that most 
physicians pursue medical careers 
because they are intelligent and 
want to serve people, but most also 
want their professional relationships 
to be one-on-one. They may seek 

out leadership opportunities 
before medical school or res-
idency, but most of their ca-

reer aspirations are related 
to helping indi-

viduals as 
opposed 
to organ-
izations. 
For them, 
leadership 
is either 

not appeal-
ing, or they 

feel self-conscious 
about exposing 
themselves to the 
criticism that is in-
variably slung at 
anyone with author-
ity. It’s enough 
trouble to put up 
with insults from pa-
tients and consult-
ants; why open up 
your flanks to at-
tacks from anyone 
else, especially your 
peers? Why not just 

work your shift 
and go home? 

It’s easier and 
much less 
stressful.

I am one of 
these people, to 

be honest. I have always been nat-
urally leery of getting involved in 
organizations where I have to make 
decisions about what other people 
will do and then hold them ac-
countable for their actions. It took 
me years as a program director to 
learn to delegate tasks and not 
pester colleagues about how they 
should do things. I was clearly not 
a natural-born leader. I had terrible 
communication skills with peers 
and subordinates, and I routinely 
stuck my foot in my mouth. I still 
cringe at some of the things I 
did in the past. But in the midst 
of all those mistakes, something 
happened: I got better at it.

How do natural-born leaders do 
it? How do they become great? 
The answer is simple. They learn 
how to do it. Leadership is a skill 
like any other. People are not 
born with it. No amount of read-
ing will take the place of throwing 
yourself into a position of leader-
ship and failing, usually multiple 
times. Elon Musk, Warren Buffet, 
and Steve Jobs did not attend 
leadership school. They founded 
organizations that forced them to 

learn how to do it. Each of them 
had countless failures, but each 
also learned from his failures and 
pressed on.

That brings me back to the 
 average emergency medicine resid-
ent. What if you want to be a leader 
but are not chosen to be a chief res-
ident? Trust me, leadership oppor-
tunities abound in residency and 
after graduation. Whether it is 
EMRA, your local medical society, 
the resident council, an NGO for 
global health, or your own business, 
many, many leadership  opportunities 
are available for  doctors. Do not be 
afraid to try something to see if it 
works. And do not be afraid of fail-
ure on your part or on the part of 
the organization not fulfilling your 
desire to lead. In the end, it will pre-
pare you for all the other opportun-
ities that will inevitably come your 
way in the future. EMN
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Share this article on Twitter 
and Facebook.

Access the links in EMN by 
reading this on our website or in 
our free iPad app, both available 
at www.EM-News.com.

Comments? Write to us at 
emn@lww.com.

Leadership is a  
skill like any other; 

people are not  
born with it

Write for EMN
Have an emergency medicine story you tell over 
and over to friends? A tip or trick you  
always pass along to colleagues and residents? 
What about new research on an important clin-
ical topic that could change practice?

Emergency Medicine News accepts  articles on 
every aspect of what it’s like to be an emer-
gency physician. It can be clinical or personal, 
focused on public policy or quality improve-
ment. All we ask is for you to be passionate 
and expert about your topic!

Please send your article or idea to emn@lww.com, 
and we’ll answer you within 24 hours.
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