Leaders Vs Managers – Rembrandt’s Perspective

Rembrandt, the Dutch artist was best known for the way his portrait paintings captured the life-like features of his subjects. When Dr Michael Santo developed his personality profile in the late 80s and was looking for a “brand” name, he chose “The Rembrandt Portrait” – a nice link don’t you think?

Last week I run another Rembrandt Certification Training day; during these sessions my aim was to teach Rembrandt users how to interpret the 14 raw scores collected during testing. In other words, train clients to be “self evaluators”. This allows users to gain a deeper understanding of the tested individual thereby adding more insight up and above the printed report. It also allows users to set-up testing, breakout instant reports and benefit from an unlimited annual testing licence.

It is easy to understand what it means to be high and low on each of Rembrandt’s 14 personality dimensions; the power of interpretation comes into play when we combine scores. This skill takes time and usage. In fact over the last seven years of using Rembrandt, it’s amazing how I continue to pick up little combinations to add to my growing knowledge of this fantastic assessment.

At our training day we got into a discussion about how Rembrandt would identify leadership qualities. This discussion quickly turned to the importance of understanding if the role was one of leadership or management – they are completely separate beasts. I remember at university having to do an assignment on this subject. I think I was the only student to hypothesis that leaders are born, not made – most of the class argued that you could teach leadership. Yes, I agree, you can teach leadership, but like all occupations, if you don’t have the innate personality attributes required for the position all the training in the world will not make you successful. The old saying “you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear” has never been so true.

When looking at the Rembrandt Profile, it is easy to identify people who would make good leaders and those who would be better managers. The Rembrandt Profile tests for 14-personality attributes. The top 10 scores are referred to as the “driving” scores – why we will do it. The remaining 4 scores are known as the internal score – how we are going to do it. The sum of one’s internal scores (internal controls) is a good indicator of administrative ability. These scores tell us how cautious, dependable, rules orientated and structured an individual is. Leaders tend to always score on the left hand side of the bell curve in these dimensions, whilst managers who must constantly deal with process and procedure usually score more towards the right.

In leadership roles, people tend to need to be free of minor detail: trusting of their ability to make a decision, able to delegate work and innovate with situations.  Contrast that to a management role, where people should be able to work within the established guidelines of the company, take ownership of a task or project, not be impulsive, and stick to process.    

Many hiring managers ask us if weaknesses in the candidate’s personality can be managed or trained. The short answer is no, not in the long term. Yes, it is possible for us to change our personality to meet specific situations, but we will always revert back to “home base”, the place where we feel most comfortable. Changing one’s personality permanently is possible if you are prepared to take on the role of a World War Two Gestapo Interrogator – it’s called brainwashing, and I don’t think we want to venture down that path!!!

One could argue that coaching and training could adapt a person’s internal Rembrandt scores. We refer to this process as building in coping mechanisms. However, as mentioned above, one will always fall back to the comfort zone and if given the choice, wouldn’t you want to hire the person who was a natural, rather that run the risk of trying to change the “leopards spots?”  Personality (you may visualise it as attitude) is an important driver of workplace performance and strongly deserves to be assessed within the selection process along with other innate influencers like values, motivations and mental ability.  


Returning to leadership – successful organisations have one great leader and a handful of astute managers. Unsuccessful organisations tend to have no leaders and too many managers who think they are leaders - gosh that sounds like a government department! 
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