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Following the right 
leader? 

This week's edition of Monday Motivation is a 
few days late getting off the ground. I've been on a week's vacation -- an 
event that for me is a rare event indeed. 

I work too much, I guess -- but my wife eventually put her foot down, and 
told me that we were going to see Mt. Rushmore, come hell or high 
water. 

So we wound up driving to Mt. Rushmore -- and in the process survived 
a snowstorm, blinding rain, high winds, a leaky tire, and what is known 
here in the West as "paving season." 

Our route wound through Monument Valley, The Colorado Rockies, 
Grand Teton National Park and Yellowstone -- which brings me to today's 
topic. 

Like much of snow country, it's paving season in Yellowstone. As soon 
as the snow goes away and the weather warms up a bit, road crews step 
in to fix much of the road damage Mother Nature inflicted during the 
winter. Yellowstone winters are long, cold, and snowy, and they wreak 
havoc on anything man-made. When Yellowstone crews repave a road, 
they don't mess around. They strip the old road down to the bare dirt, and 
then force cars to traverse the dirt roads, like it was something out of "Rio 
Grande." 

In order to traverse the roads safely, some of the travel takes place on a 
one-lane road, where cars going different directions take turns traversing 
the lane. Cars line up into "sticks" of 20 or 30 cars, and then follow a 
"pilot car," which is a truck bearing the legend "Follow Me" on its back 
side. 

 



Traversing the loop around the park, we came into contact with two of 
these "pilot cars." The pilots bring through a single stick of cars, then turn 
around and lead a stick of cars through the other direction. It's not a bad 
system -- it's a lot easier than trying to play bumper cars with an Acura 
from Michigan. 

We got through the first experience with the pilot cars intact. The second 
time, however, was quite amusing. 

As we got to the diversion point for the pilot car, a "flagger" stopped us. 
Along with 20 other cars, we waited for our turn. Many of the other 
drivers got out of the car, walking around, stretching, or taking pictures. 
We were about the tenth car in the stick.  

Eventually, the pilot car came, unloaded his stick of northbound cars, and 
picked up our group of vehicles. All went well until the pilot car turned off, 
leaving us to our own devices. About a quarter of a mile further down the 
road, we encountered a turnoff for "Flagg Ranch." 

Now pilotless, the first car in the stick turned at Flagg Ranch. I watched 
as all of the cars in front of us in our stick obediently followed the first car, 
turning off the road. 

Was this a mass need to go to Flagg Ranch? Unlikely. What obviously 
happened is that the other drivers, none of whom seemed to know each 
other, blindly played a game of follow-the-leader. They turned because 
they had gotten used to following the leader, blindly turning where he 
turned, even when that destination was wrong for them. 

A few minutes later, I noticed the car that earilier had been directly in 
front of us, one of those to take the Flagg Ranch diversion. He rushed up 
behind us, passing cars on the way, passed us, and zoomed off down 
the road, trying to make up for lost time, speed limit be dashed. 

I chuckled to myself as the other driver sped past, realizing how often it is 
that our lives are just like that. We are often willing to follow any leader, 
even when the path is not the correct one. 

I imagine you've seen this happen time and time again. When driving 
cross country, I often find a person that will closely follow my car for miles 
and miles. But as soon as another person passes me, they will pull out 
and follow them. 

I've often wondered what goes through the minds of these "companion 
drivers." Do they not know where they're going? Do they have an intense 



need to not be alone? No -- it appears to be that they just need someone 
to lead them. 

In the business world today, we can be also like that. Some people will 
go anywhere they are led -- even when their destination is the wrong 
one, and they're being led by a charismatic oddball. 

Some years ago, I heard of an experiment by researcher. He started a 
line of ants going around the rim of a flower pot, and then kept up until 
the line was an unbroken circle. The ants continued to march, eventually 
starving to death. 

How many of us continue to follow wrong leaders, rather than make a 
change that will steer us toward the right one? How many of us blindly 
follow our leaders, rather than striking out on a path of our own, when it's 
clear that the current path is the wrong one? How many of us have no 
idea where we should be going? How many follow whatever group 
seems to be the biggest? More than you might think! 

Sometimes, it's correct to blindly follow a leader. In our trip across the 
West, my wife was the navigator, and I drove. She told me where to turn, 
and I turned. I had a rough idea of where we were going to turn, but she 
was the ultimate authority. I could do this because I trust her, and trust 
her ideas. When we trust the leader, sometimes, it's all right to not know 
where we're going every step of the way, (especially when you're married 
to her). 

But for the most part, we should always make certain we have an idea of 
where we're going, and the right path to get there -- not just blindly follow 
whatever backside is in front of us. 
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