
Depending on your prior professional experiences, you’re approaching this subject with varying degrees of skepticism. No 
doubt, many of you are wondering what your ego has to do with leadership. We’re here to tell you that ego1 has everything to 
do with leadership. And that if left unchecked, the problems of egotism and self-interest can extend beyond leadership and 
teamwork, with the potential to negatively affect your health and wellbeing. 

In recent years, academics, psychologists and social scientists have paid closer attention to egotism, exploring the positive and 
negative actions that can result from excessive self-interest. Heidi Wayment and Jack Bauer are at the forefront of this 
research, and their 2008 book, “Transcending Self-“Interest: Psychological Explorations of the Quiet Ego” thoroughly 
demonstrates the many benefits of taming the ego. 

In “Transcending Self-Interest,” Wayment and Bauer introduce the concept of the quiet ego to describe “a self-identity that is 
not excessively self-focused but also not excessively other-focused - an identity that incorporates others without losing the 
self.2” They present research that shows that a noisy ego leaves you unable to perceive and think about the negative qualities 
in your life3. They illustrate that egoistic self-interest “seems not only to bring some short-term gain but also to cause long-
term pain, for others as well as for self.” And while they present research that outlines the dangers of a completely silent ego, 
their findings point towards the overwhelming benefits of living life with a quiet or tamed ego. 

According to Wayment and Bauer, those living life with a noisy ego spend significant energy identifying and defending the 
construct of their self that they want the world to see - the version of their self that they believe that their friends, family, 
colleagues, peers or associates want to see. Alternatively, those living life with a quiet ego are more attuned to the people and 
the world around them, they have a greater recognition of their true strengths and weaknesses (opening the way to greater 
personal & professional development), and they have greater compassion for the self and others. Instead of expending energy 
fabricating and manipulating their public persona, they spend that energy living and growing. 

This more targeted deployment of energy makes a huge difference in the lives of people transitioning from noisy to quiet ego. 
The impact of ego taming is neatly summarized by Frederic Laloux in “Reinventing Organizations.” 

We learn to look at our ego from a distance and often realize how our fears, ambitions, and desires have been secretly running our lives. We 
can learn to minimize our need to control, to look good, to fit in. Many scholars note that this results in a profound shift that increases our 
capacity to trust others and to trust life. It echoes wisdom traditions that have long affirmed that we can live from fear and scarcity, or from 
trust and abundance … Setbacks and mistakes no longer need to be met with fear, anger, or shame: we can truly see them as opportunities to 
learn about who we are and grow into more of our selfhood. 

If you are committed to leading your company or community, in your team or industry, you will need to direct as much energy 
as possible towards the tasks and activities that deliver meaningful impact. Key to that energy efficiency is maintaining a 
tamed ego.
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1. “Ego = the self, notably affective evaluations of the self, such as self-esteem, self-confidence, self-worth, and self-image” or “the self, notably in relation to 
others, as in identifying with others, bonding with others, and identities that include versus exclude others.”  
“Transcending Self-Interest: Psychological Explorations of the Quiet Ego” (2008) Heidi A. Wayment, PhD, and Jack J. Bauer, PhD 

2. “Transcending Self-Interest: Psychological Explorations of the Quiet Ego” (2008) Heidi A. Wayment, PhD, and Jack J. Bauer, PhD 
3. “First, the noisy ego is characterized by a focus on one’s own needs in the immediate moment, at the expense of even one’s own self-interest in the longer term. 

Second, despite the focus on the immediate moment, this focus is directed more at what the present action yields (particularly in terms of enhanced self-image or 
social status) rather than on the action itself. Third, when the noisy ego is concerned with the longer term, that concern is characterized by a focus on one’s 
material or social progress (i.e., increases in wealth or social status) rather than on one’s own progress as a developing person, i.e., personal growth (Bauer et 
al. in press).” 
“The Quiet Ego Scale: Measuring the Compassionate Self-Identity” (2014) Heidi A. Wayment, Jack J. Bauer, Kateryna Sylaska, Journal 
of Happiness Studies
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