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‘A fascinating account of the role of the leaders behind the 
leader – there are lessons here for every walk of life.’

– Alastair Campbell, former Director of Communications 
and Strategy for Tony Blair

‘Films and plays are littered with examples of the nefarious 
deputy, from Iago to Macbeth, Darth Vader and Scar in The Lion 
King. Richard Hytner rescues the deputy from the “disgruntled 
schemer” and instead celebrates their creative, supportive, 
positive impact in life, business, sport and even art.’

– Rory Kinnear, actor

‘As one who has never come first at anything, I love this 
elegantly written book.’

– Lucy Kellaway, Financial Times columnist

‘Any artist or any leading business person should know how 
to get the best out of those who help make them great. As 
I coach more and more stars and professional individuals 
in all walks of life, I’ll be giving them Consiglieri to read as 
homework.’

– Nicki Chapman, TV presenter and professional coach

‘Hytner’s original, much-needed contribution focuses on 
the unsung heroes – those who lead beyond the limelight. 
Consiglieri is a must-read.’

– Lynda Gratton, Professor of Management Practice, 
London Business School
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1

introduCtion

‘First the worst, second the best, third the one with the hairy chest.’

The aim of this book is to make sense of the central tenet of 
the rule of the playground, invented and sung by people who 
weren’t quite first. It did not make the rounds at my primary 
school. Had it done I would have worked less hard to come 
first and made more effort to come second. (Without a hairy 
chest, third would not have been an option.) You would think 
that firsts, having left all others in their wake, would not give 
the song a moment’s thought. But many do remember it and 
do so in earnest. Did they worry, even then, that seconds were 
on to something?

I only found out that being first might be worst, or at 
least second best, when I went back to school, aged 43. At 
London Business School I discovered that life without the 
CEO’s armband, the PA and the car parking space felt like 
unbridled liberation. Four years later, towards the end of my 
tenure as CEO of Saatchi & Saatchi Europe, Middle East & 
Africa, I reflected that I was rarely happy making the big, ugly 
decisions, yet really happy influencing the cause. So I decided 
to become a deputy instead of an all-singing, all-dancing, 
always-deciding CEO. Being second became my first choice. 
It proved the best one of my career.

I have wondered ever since why management books and 
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organisations focus solely on the firsts; why the role of the 
deputy, the adviser, the counsellor, the assistant, the ‘anybody-
but-the-No. 1’, is not seen as worthwhile for an aspiring or 
talented leader; why those who fulfil these roles get such little 
recognition; and how best to create an alternative model of 
leadership that identifies, nurtures and celebrates these people 
and the profound influence they have on organisations.

While a Google of the word ‘leadership’ confirms a 
suspicion that leadership teaching is largely still confined to 
the creation and further advancement of the No. 1, most lead-
ership commentators concur that no one person can fulfil all 
the duties expected of the boss. Even in organisations blessed 
with leaders of a humble, self-aware, emotionally wise dispo-
sition, it takes more than him or her to lead the organisation 
to greatness and keep it there. Leadership has always reached 
far beyond the boss’s office.

Thankfully the top dog dressed as indomitable, all-
conquering hero looks distinctly dated now. The latest 
business fashion magazines feature servant leaders, inward 
leaders, collegiate leaders and Zen leaders. In my work for 
some of the bluest-chip organisations across the world, I 
have seen those who truly believe that they are there to serve. 
Indeed, in parts of the world, particularly in the East, the self 
has long been subordinated to the higher purpose of family, 
community and enterprise. I have seen those, too, who hide 
behind their servant-leader clothes and carry on as autocrati-
cally as ever. But the point remains, the suit of the big bad 
boss has faded badly.

Yet in the world in which most of us operate, away from the 
business cat-walk, our relationship with hierarchy remains 
unhealthy and the code for the most part dispiritingly clear: 
you are a Number One or a Number Who, the supreme leader 
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or a subordinate heeder. Even in the East, where one’s position 
in the hierarchy is accepted gracefully to enable organisational 
cohesion and mutual respect, there is a growing awareness 
that we have allowed uncertain times to fuel a greater sense of 
superiority in the few, at the expense of the potential contribu-
tion of the many.

The belief that being No. 1 is all that matters opens up 
the majority to the debilitating effects of Second Syndrome. 
In some cultures, the Syndrome conditions people to accept, 
without question, limits to their roles and responsibilities; in 
others it punishes those reticent to join the race to be first, or 
those who cannot wait to retire from it. One suspects that Tom 
Stoppard was a Second Syndrome sufferer. Green room tittle-
tattle has it that The Real Inspector Hound, Stoppard’s satire 
about the profession of theatre critic, was originally conceived 
of as ‘The Stand-ins’. Tired of being asked the whereabouts of 
the first-choice critic, Higgs, the stand-in critic, Moon, calls 
for rebellion:

Sometimes I dream of revolution, a bloody coup d’état by the 

second rank – troupes of actors slaughtered by their under-

studies, magicians sawn in half by indefatigably smiling 

glamour girls, cricket teams wiped out by marauding bands 

of twelfth men – I dream of champions chopped down by 

rabbit-punching sparring partners while the eternal brides-

maids turn and rape the bridegrooms over the sausage rolls 

and parliamentary private secretaries plant bombs in the Min-

ister’s Humber – comedians die on provincial stages, robbed 

of their feeds by mutely triumphant stooges – and – march – 

an army of assistants and deputies, the seconds-in-command, 

the runners-up, the right-hand men – storming the palace 

gates wherein the second son has already mounted the throne 

Consiglieri.indd   3 03/04/2014   18:46



Consiglieri

4

having committed regicide with a croquet mallet – stand-ins of 

the world stand up.

(Tom Stoppard, The Real Inspector Hound)

Stand up we must, for this is a profound problem through-
out our institutions. Murmurings in the military mess rooms 
reveal that even some of our finest soldiers subscribe to the 
depressing idea that ‘every career bar one ends in failure’.

Nothing triggers an outbreak of Second Syndrome like the 
sentiment ‘He’s a great No. 2’. Does a better example exist of 
damning with faint praise? In too many parts of the world 
‘He’s a great No. 2’ really means ‘He’ll never make a No. 1’. 
Numbering according to rank is demeaning to all except the 
No. 1. Even if the insult is unintended, Second Syndrome suits 
the self-preserving, myth-perpetuating leader: ‘Whether I was 
born great, achieved greatness or had greatness thrust upon 
me, all others are destined to stand in my shadow.’ That his 
No. 2s and 3s and 4s feel subordinate conveniently preserves 
No. 1’s power base, keeping the queue of those tempted to 
plant a dagger in his back short and manageable.

We cannot entirely blame the No. 1s for Second Syndrome. 
Its symptoms are often avoidable and its wounds can be self-
inflicted: ‘I’m not cut out for the cut and thrust of leadership,’ 
‘I’m a lousy decision-maker,’ ‘I prefer the security of keeping 
my head down,’ ‘I never captained a side,’ ‘I wasn’t the lead 
singer in a band,’ ‘I’ve never been the guy to start something.’ 
We have rationalised our second place in the world and come 
to accept it as a diminished one. In so doing we have unwit-
tingly fed a damaging norm of numbering that inhibits people 
from taking roles – leadership roles – which might suit them 
and provide them with deep satisfaction.

Having acknowledged that not everything can or should 
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be decided by an all-powerful leader, why do we conspire 
to limit the sphere of influence of those beyond, beneath 
and alongside that leader? We treat with faint disdain those 
confident enough to declare that they do not have the incli-
nation or the qualities to be the leader. We view those No. 
1s who conclude that there might be more to life as lazy or 
burnt out; and we call those content with and committed to 
playing a supporting role to the leader unambitious. We must 
eliminate the numbers as a necessary first step for organisa-
tions wishing to apportion power more sensibly. (If there are 
concerns about losing the clarity of numbers, remember the 
Royal Navy’s First Lieutenant, who is second-in-command 
yet called ‘Number One’.)

At the same time as rejecting the cult of the No. 1, and liber-
ating ourselves from our own self-imposed leadership limita-
tions, we must stem another contributor to Second Syndrome, 
the flow of ever more ridiculous titles that confer chiefdom on 
people who are not chiefs. We understand why we need a Chief 
Executive, a Chief Financial Officer, and a Chief Operating 
Officer: one is the final decider, one keeps the decider out of 
trouble and the other makes the decider’s decisions happen. 
But can anyone explain what the Chief Influence Officer does? 
Here we have not just a man of influence but an Officer of 
Influence and the Chief one at that. Actually he is an expen-
sively re-branded Chief Information Officer who is, in turn, 
the Head of IT. With titles, as in life, it is better to under-
promise and over-deliver. Better to make someone laugh than 
to say you are a comedian, and better as the top tech head 
to dish your boss the data, equip him or her to take the big 
decisions and move on to the next crucial thing we luddites 
need to know about. That will earn you more influence than a 
laughable description of what you do.
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Chums of the Head of IT, without checking what they look 
like in the mirror, have all been fitted out at the same Chief 
department store: Heads of Credit, Risk, Compliance, Security, 
Design, Diversity, Customer Service, Communications, Inno-
vation, Knowledge, Learning, Privacy – all now sport Chief 
and Officer clothing over their functional underwear. There 
is even a Chief Visionary Officer, a sponsorship opportunity 
screaming for Specsavers or other leading ophthalmologists. 
Must everyone be a Chief before they can feel proud enough 
to work hard? None of these vital roles deserves to be discred-
ited with titular sleights of hand, which leave their occupants 
looking like genetically modified corporate chickens and their 
colleagues clueless as to what job they actually do.

Without numbering our leaders and without inflating 
everyone else with trumped-up titles, how can we clearly 
assign responsibility? This book is primarily about relation-
ships between ultimate leaders and their many kinds of 
deputies. It is also about getting people into roles that are right 
for them, not squeezing them into roles they do not want and 
to which they are not best suited. We need a range of skills in 
leadership and we need people in the right leadership boxes 
at the right time, people happy to contribute to the work of 
the ultimate decision-taker and happy to collaborate with 
each other. The carnage that characterises some organisations 
can be caused by leadership’s failure to acknowledge what 
the roles really are and how they relate to each other. This 
book does not offer up new titles for the multiplicity of roles 
that organisations have, although I do admire the dignified 
and descriptive Italian system: when you graduate in law, 
they call you the Lawyer, Avvocato; in engineering, Ingegnere; 
in business, Dottore. I am not suggesting that the ambitious 
leader should read Theology in an attempt to be called God, 
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only that titles should describe the nature of a person’s specific 
contribution. How much easier it would be when asked at 
a dinner party what one does to begin by saying ‘I am the 
Decider, an Adviser or a Deliverer’?

My other brief answer to Second Syndrome’s hierarchical 
numbers and trivial titles is to adopt the ‘alpha’ and ‘beta’ of 
wild baboons. In a recent study, some very clever field biolo-
gists concluded that alpha supremacy is not all it’s cracked 
up to be, coming at some considerable cost to the creature on 
top. Baboon theory posits that beta males have a lot more fun, 
and enjoy a lot less stress, than their alpha counterparts. As a 
beta male, I agree. Our society has for too long been obsessed 
with the alphas. Their ambitions are unashamedly animal and 
their motivations, frankly, rather obvious. Now is the time to 
learn about the enigmatic betas, whose ambitions and moti-
vations are little understood by the alphas, by the outside 
world, even by themselves. I thought of calling this book 
Baboon Leadership but substituting No. 1 and No. 2 for alpha 
and beta would only encourage the phrase, ‘He’s a brilliant 
beta’. No thank you. Nor is the remedy for power to be sliced 
and diced democratically. Other than in communist idylls and 
Hot Chocolate lyrics, not everyone can be a winner all of the 
time. My leadership philosophy remains rooted in the need 
for an out-and-out leader.

The answer lies in a way of assigning roles to leadership 
that preserves the primacy of the final decision-maker and 
acknowledges the importance of those around him or her; a 
way of identifying one’s natural leadership bias while encour-
aging greater experimentation between leadership roles; a 
way of celebrating the different modes of leadership while 
side-stepping the naughtiness of numbers: ‘consiglieri’ are 
advisers to leaders of Italian mafia families, made famous 
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by Mario Puzo’s novel, The Godfather. In the book you are 
holding, which is my remedy to Second Syndrome, consiglieri 
operate in more legitimate fields. They are the deputies, assis-
tants, and counsellors who support, inform and advise the 
final decision-makers of organisations. Consiglieri – or Cs – 
are leader-makers and leaders in their own right. While only 
a few go on to become ultimate A leaders, many more perform 
roles in which they make, shape, illuminate and enhance the 
success of the out-and-out A leader and the organisation.

My use of the letters A and C is inspired by a project manage-
ment framework at Saatchi & Saatchi called RASCI. Many 
other organisations use RASCI or similar versions of the basic 
idea. Its aim is to create clarity for each person involved in a 
project. RASCI is non-hierarchical, and anybody, irrespective 
of age and experience, can play in any position. The specific 
letter to which you are assigned – R, A, S, C or I – gives you a 
discrete role and creates a relationship between you and the 
project’s other players.

As a project management tool, it merits a book in its own 
right. In brief, the R is ultimately Responsible for driving and 
delivering the project; the A is there to review, coach, improve 
and Approve the R’s output; the S members are the Supports, 
the worker bees who get the job done for the R. The Cs are the 
Consults whose wisdom, counsel and perspective are sought 
by the R. The Is are the people who need to be kept Informed 
about a project but not involved in it. There are organisations, 
not Saatchi & Saatchi, where an O is mischievously added to 
RASCI to designate those to be kept Out of the loop.

While project management benefits from the breaking 
down of responsibility into RASCI’s five complementary 
categories, leadership demands greater simplicity. My theory 
of leadership conflates RASCI into just A and C. While the 
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A is ultimately Accountable for the enterprise, the Cs are the 
Consiglieri who counsel, support, and deliver for the A. The 
two leadership roles, A and C, demand different muscles and 
stimulate different experiences. The most rewarding place to 
be, in my view, is the C. No role has presented more challenge, 
required as much subtlety, or so demanded the leadership 
behaviour I most admire in others. How best to lead from the 
shadows is a question very seldom asked. William H. Seward 
led from the long shadow cast by Abraham Lincoln’s top hat. 
This must have taken great humility. When they were rivals 
Seward had called Lincoln ‘a little Illinois lawyer’. After he 
lost the presidential nomination to him, he became Lincoln’s 
loyal Secretary of State and right-hand man.

Consiglieri is about the relationship between A and C 
leaders. It seeks to understand C leaders’ particular, often 
peculiar, psychologies and pathologies. It identifies and dram-
atises some of the qualities, skills and behaviour that different 
types of C leader need to succeed. We will explore the kinds 
of C leadership exemplified by Chairmen and Chairwomen, 
Chief Operating Officers, Chief Financial Officers, Chiefs of 
Staff, Directors of Human Resources, Company Secretaries, 
Civil Servants, Department Heads, Project Managers, Team 
Leaders, Personal Assistants, Executive Assistants, Adjutants, 
First Lieutenants, First Violins and Vice Presidents.

When US Vice President Walter Mondale was running 
for President, one of his rivals for the Democratic nomina-
tion, Eugene McCarthy, was asked his opinion of Mondale. 
His reply – ‘He has the soul of a vice president’ – was one 
reason why Mondale never became President. Will Consiglieri 
succeed in rendering McCarthy’s remark a compliment? By 
skipping the letter B and creating two leadership types, the 
ultimately accountable A and the many different types of C, 
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I hope to transform slurs like McCarthy’s into high praise. 
Consiglieri represents the C Change in Leadership that I would 
like to see. The hope is to increase the numbers of consiglieri 
who make an active choice to lead from beyond the A, and to 
do so as contentedly and skilfully as possible.

There are three parts to Consiglieri.

Part One looks at the virtues that all leaders have in 
common, and begins to wonder if the A role deserves as 
many wide-eyed aspirants as it currently enjoys.

Chapter 1 examines the qualities that the A and C share. It 
suggests that those with a talent for leadership should try 
both roles if possible, even if they feel predisposed to one.

Chapter 2 explores the life of the A, celebrating those able and 
willing to live with aspects of leadership that many would 
find too ugly to contemplate.

Part two is about the glories of the Cs, what gets them going, 
how they prove their worth, and the roles they play.

Chapter 3 asks what motivates the C, which is altogether 
more mysterious than what motives the A. Great 
C leaders reveal the joy of a life spent learning, 
bringing other people on and making game-changing 
interventions.

Chapter 4 examines the qualities of a C. To get the most out 
of everybody, Cs must be at ease, reliable in their actions, 
drivers of new ideas, and brave enough to tell the A 
what’s what.

Chapter 5 looks at some classic C types to show how the 
best Cs take pressure off their As, enlighten them with 
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fresh thinking, help them remain true to themselves, and 
deliver favourable outcomes for them.

Part three is about living with your leader. It seeks to help 
As and Cs make the most of each other.

Chapter 6 offers advice for the A on choosing the right Cs, 
squashing dastardly C behaviour and coaxing the best out 
of them.

Chapter 7 counsels the C on picking the right As, dealing 
with their inevitable narcissism, setting appropriate 
boundaries and leading them to glory.

A leaders are busy people and entitled to look for shortcuts. 
They should therefore feel free only to read the chapters that 
they conclude relate to them, while acknowledging that this 
cherry-picking will limit their understanding of those in 
positions to help them. It is, as ever, for them to decide. Incon-
veniently for the Cs, a quick flick through will not suffice. The 
A expects them to have done their homework. No matter, one 
of the defining qualities of the C is curiosity.

Providing role models to inspire, identifying the qualities 
of the C and giving practical guidance to As and Cs, Consiglieri 
was conceived to contribute to more effective leadership. The 
hope is that more As keep their jobs for longer; that more 
organisations enjoy a greater consistency, with dreams and 
direction that endure; that more people sign up for leadership 
roles which suit them and make them happy; and that more 
people, including proven As, are attracted to play the C.

The mafia kings have commissioned more than enough 
envy, admiration, articles and books. Now it’s time to examine 
the consiglieri that make them tick. To put it in the words I 
want on my gravestone, this book has the soul of a C.
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