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Foreword

The publication of Lord Owen’s book ‘In Sickness and in Power’ (Owen 
2008) brought to public attention details of the biographies of some 
world leaders in a way that exposed their health and personality prob-
lems as well as the disastrous consequences of some of their decisions. 
However, it was Owen and Davidson’s (2009) description of the disor-
der Hubris Syndrome that attracted the greatest interest, not only from 
professionals and experts, but also from the general public. Although 
the phenomenon of hubristic behaviour had been recognised in the 
leadership literature for a long time, the idea that some politicians 
had suffered from an actual disorder, which could be described in for-
mal, medical terminology, was novel, perhaps even shocking. Whether 
Hubris Syndrome justifies inclusion in the classification system of psy-
chiatric disorders remains to be seen, the phenomenon being more one 
of personality change or trait—occurring when a leader becomes dan-
gerously overconfident and develops an excessive degree of pride—than 
an actual psychiatric disorder.

It has since become clear that Hubris Syndrome is at least as rife in 
the world of business as that of politics and that the actions of many 
senior investment bankers and Wall Street market financiers had been 



vi     Foreword

significant contributing factors to the global financial crisis of 2008. 
Hubris has been witnessed in senior executives in crucial leadership 
positions such as in Lehman Brothers‚ the Royal Bank of Scotland, 
HBOS and Enron (Garrard and Robinson 2016). The financial world 
was shocked to learn the fall of Bill Gross, the legendary investor known 
as the ‘bond king’, whose behaviour had become increasingly erratic, 
and personality prone to arrogance and an unwillingness to listen or 
accept criticism. Hubris Syndrome has also been presented as organisa-
tional phenomenon, and the Deep Water Horizon oil spill in the Gulf 
of Mexico has been attributed, at least in part, to corporate hubris at 
British Petroleum (Sadler-Smith et al. 2016).

The growing interest in hubristic leadership led to the formation, in 
2011, of the charity The Daedalus Trust <www.daedalustrust.com> (see 
footnote). The name was taken from the Greek myth (most famously 
retold in Book VIII of Ovid’s Metamorphoses), in which Daedalus fash-
ioned two pairs of wings using bird feathers strung together with thread 
and wax, to enable him and his son Icarus to escape from imprisonment 
by the Cretan King Minos. Before setting off, Daedalus warned his son 
Icarus to keep flying a middle course to avoid being too close to either 
the moisture of the sea or the heat of the sun. The exuberant Icarus, 
however, flew towards the sun, and when the wax in his wings melted, 
he crashed into the sea and drowned.

The aims of the Daedalus Trust have been to raise public awareness of 
the dangers of personality change associated with the exercise of power, 
whether individual or collective, and in all walks of life, including busi-
ness, politics, the military and public services, and to draw attention to 
the effect of hubris on decision-making, and the grave problems that 
can ensue.

‘The Leadership Hubris Epidemic: biological roots and strategies 
for prevention’ is the second book to be published under the auspices 
of Daedalus Trust. The contents of this book and its 2016 predecessor 
‘The Intoxication of Power: interdisciplinary insights’, edited by Peter 
Garrard and Graham Robinson, both emerged from academic activ-
ity sponsored or commissioned by the Daedalus Trust, which included 
workshops, research cafes, conferences, and research projects. The book 
draws on the complex, multidimensional problem of hubris, its toxic 

https://www.daedalustrust.com
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effect on individuals and organisations and its potential for serious 
harmful consequences.

The contents of the present book are divided into three parts: focus-
ing in turn on possible mechanisms by which the brain (and body) may 
give rise to Hubris Syndrome, its effects on certain groups and organi-
sations, and finally possible preventative measures that could counter-
act its potentially catastrophic consequences. The neurobiological roots, 
which include cognitive, psychological and neuroendocrine mecha-
nisms, are explored in the opening part.

In Chap. 1, Prof. Garrard (a neurologist and neuroscientist research-
ing neurodegenerative disorders) draws attention to similarities between 
the Hubris Syndrome and some forms of the personality change that is 
seen in people with frontotemporal dementia. This suggestion, which is 
backed up by neuroanatomical evidence and the neuroscience of addic-
tion, supports the contention (first put forward by Owen and Davidson 
in their 2009 paper) that Hubris Syndrome is likely to be underpinned 
by change at a biological level. A different level of analysis of this puta-
tive biological basis is put forward by the well-known trader-turned-
neuroscientist, John Coates, and his co-workers in Chap. 2, who report 
their findings that the concentrations of circulating signalling com-
pounds (hormones) are closely correlated with patterns of decision-
making in financial markets. A key result was the differential effects 
on mood and confidence of acute and chronic exposure to hormones. 
There is a possibility that acutely elevated steroids may optimise perfor-
mance on a range of tasks but chronically elevated steroids may pro-
mote irrational risk–reward choices. This hypothesis suggests that both 
the irrational exuberance and profound pessimism that were observed 
during market bubbles and crashes may be mediated by steroid hor-
mones. A corollary of the research discussed by the authors is that age 
and sex composition among traders may affect inherent levels of insta-
bility in financial markets.

The stimulation received from frequent winning situations encour-
ages continued contesting of more and more difficult challenges, lead-
ing to the phenomenon of the ‘winner effect’, which is analysed by Iain 
Robertson (Professor of Neuropsychology at Trinity College Dublin) 
in Chap. 3. Power relationships influence cognitive and emotional 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_3
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function via systematic changes in the brain’s approach and avoidance 
systems, which in turn are linked to the neurotransmitters dopamine 
and noradrenaline. There might also be individual and gender differ-
ences in the quality and quantity of power motivation and how these 
can be assessed.

The book’s second part concentrates on the environmental fac-
tors that have been implicated in the emergence of Hubris Syndrome 
in all forms of leadership. The pivotal role of the leaders’ personality 
interacting with organisational environments and structures is empha-
sised in Chap. 4 by Prof. Adrian Furham (whose academic career as an 
organisational and applied psychologist at University College London 
has resulted in the publication of over fifty books on management  and 
workplace psychology). The process of interaction between personal-
ity and environment is thought to be in determining success, hubris or  
failure.

The military is not immune from disastrous leadership, suggests 
Colonel J.W. Dagless in Chap. 5, as he offers an insight into the phe-
nomenon of ‘toxic leadership’ in the Armed Forces. Military  leaders can 
be selfish and self-serving individuals who crush the morale of subordi-
nates and units. Toxic leadership can have devastating effect in the mili-
tary and there is general acceptance that this phenomenon should be 
curtailed whenever possible, preferably without the imposition of cor-
rosive bureaucratic fiats.

Concentrating power in the hands of a few people risks the develop-
ment of hubris and other dysfunctional leadership practices. In Chap. 6, 
Prof. Dennis Tourish—another prolific contributor to the scientific study 
of leadership—stresses that business leaders are often prone to develop 
hubris because they tend to get too little critical feedback on their deci-
sion-making, but surround themselves by coteries of flattering admirers. 
Looking at the banking crises in recent years and beyond, it seems that 
such conventional leadership practices produce dysfunctional leaders, 
ineffective organisations and disempowered employees.

Chapters in the book’s third part draw attention to factors and tech-
niques that can mitigate the harmful effects of hubris. In Chap. 7, the 
occurrence of the syndrome in world leaders, the transformation of cha-
risma to hubris and the critical role of the trusted adviser (‘toe-holder’) 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_7
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in the prevention of dangerous overconfidence are presented by The 
Rt. Hon. Lord Owen (who, as Dr. David Owen, was a Member of the 
United Kingdom Parliament for over twenty-six years and served as 
Foreign Secretary between 1977 and 1979). It was Owen who, with the 
psychiatrist Dr. Jonathan Davidson, developed the concept of Hubris 
Syndrome as an acquired personality disorder in 2009.

Extreme, potentially derailing Hubris Syndromes in leaders and 
managers as they rise up the career ladder is inevitable, argues Gillian 
Hyde—Chief Psychologist with Psychological Consultancy Ltd 
(PCL)—in Chap. 8. At the same time, as the opportunities for restraint 
become fewer, colleagues become less likely to advise or criticise. The 
challenge is to find ways to help leaders create influential partnerships in 
their everyday working lives and to motivate them to perceive the need 
for such a relationship before their Hubris Syndrome becomes excessive.

Practical, precautionary measures in the form of mentoring proto-
cols designed to prevent and ameliorate the effects of hubris in business 
and beyond are discussed by Karen Otazo in the book’s final chapter.  
Dr. Otazo is an experienced adviser to corporations and illustrates the 
problems and solutions that can arise in these environments with exam-
ples from her own practice.

Manifestations of phenomena resembling Hubris Syndrome have 
been reported in many other walks of life in addition to politics, bank-
ing and business. In the world of aviation, fatal accidents have occurred 
when wrong decisions were made by captains whose position of power 
on the flight deck inhibited other crew members from challenging his 
decisions (Helmreich et al. 1999). Failures of leadership in medicine 
have been cited as causes of clinical errors in hospitals, particularly 
‘hyperacute’ areas such as intensive care units, emergency rooms and 
operating theatres, where the most senior clinical specialist has auto-
matically assumed command, even in the presence of other members 
of staff who are better qualified to deal with specific problems (Sundar 
et al. 2007). Atul Gawande (2014) attributed the medicalisation of old 
age and failure to accept that the end of life is not ‘curable’ to medi-
cal hubris. And even earlier, Winkler (1987) described an ’intellectual 
celebrity syndrome’, in which fêted experts seek to popularise serious 
ideas or influence contemporary events. The latter can result in concepts 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_8
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being transmitted to the general public in a distorted and unusable 
framework. Diamandis (2013) coined the term ‘Nobelitis’ to describe 
the behaviour of some Nobel Prize winners following their award. Some 
Nobel Prize laureates seem to undertake projects or accept positions 
beyond their capabilities feeling that they hold some superpowers to 
go on and benefit the world with bigger and better achievements. The 
Editor tells me that Daniel Glaser (Director of the Science Gallery at 
King’s College London) once referred to this phenomenon in conversa-
tion as the ‘Fallacy of Universal Competence’—a neat encapsulation of 
the problem.

Increased awareness of hubris has led to the term not always being 
used appropriately. A common misconception is that hubris is indis-
tinguishable from narcissism. On the contrary, narcissism is expressed 
with a blatantly attention seeking, grandiose sense of self-importance, 
a persistent and burdensome search for admiration and lack of empa-
thy (Kets de Vries 2016). Excessive narcissism might lead to or coexist 
with hubris, but the two are fundamentally distinct, the latter charac-
terised by overconfidence, over ambition, arrogance and excessive pride. 
Hubris has also been described as an occupational hazard and the possi-
bility that leaders may be selected precisely because they displayed such 
tendencies: so long as they perform successfully, such Hubris Syndrome 
would not be perceived as demonstrating hubris.

The publication of this book has further advanced the knowledge on 
hubris and the underlined factors involved in its manifestation, possi-
ble causes and potential preventative measures. More effort is needed to 
produce robust evidence base on individual and collective hubris and on 
the effects of a predisposing personality to the exposure to power. Some 
of the issues that can potentially be explored include the following ques-
tions: How can hubristic be distinguished from visionary leadership? 
What characteristics are shared by successful and hubristic leaders? 
Where is hubris most prevalent and dangerous? Is hubris a natural con-
sequence of the isolation and chronic stress that many successful lead-
ers experience, or of lasting biological or personality patterns? Is hubris 
associated with particular forms of social organisation? Might some 
ways of organising increase or mitigate the risk of hubris?
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How have social organisations been able to protect themselves from 
hubristic leaders? What are the wider societal and institutional impli-
cations of hubristic Hubris Syndrome in the current social, political 
and economic climate? The recognition of hubris as a problem is an 
urgent issue for all organisations including business, banking, military, 
judicial and all walks of life. While many regulations and procedures 
are put in place, the impact of personality of senior leaders should be 
seriously examined and taken into consideration. Organisations should 
encourage to promote institutional conditions and enforceable rules 
of governance, Hubris Syndrome and dialogue that might facilitate 
the development and maintenance of positive practices to mitigate the 
onset of Hubris. Participation in organisational decision-making pro-
cesses, together with enforceable rules on decision-making might reduce 
the risk of potentially disastrous decisions while improving the quality 
in the implementation of effective organisational decisions.

Nick Bouras
Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry

King’s College London
London, UK

Note

1. In June 2017 the Daedalus Trust decided to merge with another char-
ity—the Maudsley Philosophy Group—whose aims are broader but 
complementary to its own. Building on this new structure, the Daedalus 
Trust will continue to disseminate discussion and research into leader-
ship and its disorders through meetings, publications and electronic 
media, including its website <www.daedalustrust.com>.
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Part I
Biology



1  Introduction

When, at 3:30 pm on October 30th 1990, Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher made a statement to the House of Commons on the European 
Council, which she had attended in Rome a few days earlier, her written 
statement was factual almost to the point of dryness, contrasting mark-
edly with the robust opposition to the Council’s federalist agenda that 
she had conveyed in earlier statements to the press. The statement cov-
ered agricultural trade negotiations, the Hungarian economy, the situa-
tion in the Gulf, and finally the Council’s preparations for forthcoming 
intergovernmental conferences on economic, monetary and political 
union. On the latter, Mrs. Thatcher reported that she had “…reserved 
the United Kingdom’s position on, for example, extension of the 
Community’s powers into new areas, greater powers for the European 
Parliament in the legislative sphere, defining European citizenship,  

1
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and a common foreign and security policy. All these are issues for dis-
cussion at the intergovernmental conference itself rather than to be set-
tled in advance.”

In the unscripted debate that followed, her performance took on a 
strikingly different character, famously described by the Parliamentary 
sketch-writer Hugo Young (1998) as “…leaping with rage, ringing 
round the chamber, startling even those who in eleven years had much 
experience of the Thatcher vocabulary on Europe. ‘No! No! No!’ she 
bawled, her eyes seemingly directed to the fields and seas, the hills and 
the landing-grounds, where the island people would never surrender.” 
Owen (2012), who witnessed the debate from the opposition benches, 
recalled his impression of Mrs Thatcher as ‘on an emotional high… the 
adrenalin … pumping round her system as she handbagged every fed-
eralist proposal’ and cites the event as marking the emergence of ‘full-
blown hubris’.

The events marked the culmination of an increasingly domineer-
ing pattern in Thatcher’s leadership style, the onset and time-course of 
which appears to have been reflected in the language that she used dur-
ing parliamentary debate (Garrard et al. 2014a, b). They also exposed 
the deep ideological rifts at the heart of her Cabinet and led within 
weeks to her decision to resign from office. Against the background of 
her astonishing political success over the preceding decade, this period 
of the Thatcher premiership also marked out a paradigm case of what 
Owen and Davidson (2009) described in clinical terms as ‘Hubris 
Syndrome’—a distinctive change in personality brought about by the 
acquisition and prolonged tenure of significant power.

Owen and Davidson (2009) argued that a pattern of exuberant 
overconfidence, isolation, and narcissism was also associated with 
the periods in office of three other British Prime Ministers—Tony 
Blair (1997–2007), Neville Chamberlain (1937–1940) and David 
Lloyd George (1916–1922), and one US President, George W. Bush  
(2001–2009). Although the observed Hubris Syndrome changes over-
lapped to some extent with the personality disorders that are described 
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), 
specifically the Antisocial, Histrionic and Narcissistic varieties, there 
were also distinctive elements, identifiable from historical records, 
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which occurred repeatedly in these individuals. The distinctive fea-
tures included: a tendency to ‘identify with the nation’; adoption of 
the ‘royal we’; restlessness and impulsivity; and an unshakeable belief 
that their decisions and actions are accountable to an authority higher 
than that of equally well-placed colleagues or the collective voice of 
public opinion. Perhaps the best known example of the last of these 
was the comment made by Blair looking back on his Iraq policy dur-
ing a television interview in March 2006: ‘In the end’ he said, ‘there is 
a judgement that, I think if you have faith about these things then you 
realize that judgement is made by other people… and if you believe in 
God, it’s made by God as well’.

What are we to make of the biological basis for these recurrent and 
distinctive Hubris Syndrome phenomena? It is widely accepted that 
cognitive states (such as the formation of memories and the experi-
ence of emotions) are not only subjectively felt but can in principle be 
described at the level of a neurobiological event. John Coates and his 
co-authors Mark Gurnell and Zoltan Sarnyai (Chap. 2 of this volume) 
argue persuasively that the event or events in question consist of alter-
ations in the responsiveness of neuronal circuits caused by changes in 
their hormonal environments. Using the ‘winner effect’ (the competi-
tive enhancement produced by the experience of success) as a paradigm 
case, Iain Robertson (Chap. 3) puts forward the related proposal that 
personality traits may develop as a result of local biological alterations 
that take place in response to specific types of experience. The changes 
in marking, colouring and size, as well as behaviour, that accom-
pany any change in the ecological status of a male fish from the fam-
ily Chichlidae, represent an extreme example of the transformations 
of which this psycho-biological continuum is capable. Although not 
explored in depth in this volume, the biology of addiction may also be 
relevant to a neural account of personality change. When a novel moti-
vational state is encoded by the brain’s dopamine-mediated reward sys-
tem a new predisposition to act (or ‘trait’) may be said to have emerged, 
and proponents of the psychometric school regard such predisposi-
tions (‘traits’) as the fundamental units of personality (see, e.g. Eysenck 
(1953), Cattell (1965) and Allport (1937)).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_3
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The central thesis of the present chapter, however, is that personal-
ity change can also result from changes to the physical integrity of the 
brain. At first sight this assertion may seem to hark back to simplis-
tic notions of the brain as an interconnected series of functional units 
(‘modules’), first articulated in the phrenology movement of the late 
nineteenth century. More informed interpretations of functional archi-
tecture at both neural and cognitive levels, however, can fully reconcile 
‘lesion based’ accounts of cognitive impairment with state- or system-
based accounts put forward in the following two chapters. So these are 
not competing accounts so much as descriptions of different pathways 
to a common outcome—the fundamental transformation of one per-
sonality into another.

The most celebrated example of personality change following brain 
injury is that of Phineas Gage, the American railway construction fore-
man whose prefrontal cortex was destroyed by a metal rod, which he 
was using to pack gunpowder into a hole. When the gunpowder acci-
dentally ignited, the rod was propelled upwards like a bullet, piercing 
Gage’s left cheek and travelling up through his brain, before emerging 
out of the top of his skull. (If you think you have a strong enough stom-
ach, perform a Google image search on ‘Phineas Gage’.) Improbably, 
the physical effects of this devastating injury were minimal; the surface 
wounds healed effectively with a minimum of surgical intervention, 
and there were no impairments to the power or dexterity of the limbs. 
In consequence, he was before long able to return to work. The dam-
age to the inferior frontal regions of Gage’s brain, however, resulted in 
dramatic changes to his personality. From one who was ‘…looked on 
by those who know him as a shrewd, smart business man, very ener-
getic and persistent in executing all his plans of operation’ his behaviour 
turned into that of a man who was ‘…fitful, irreverent, indulging at 
times in the grossest profanity… manifesting but little deference from 
his fellows, impatient of restraint or advice when it conflicts with his 
desires, at times pertinaciously obstinate, yet capricious and vacillating, 
devising many plans of future operations, which are not sooner arranged 
than they are abandoned in turn for others appearing more feasible.’ 
(Quotations taken from the case report published by John Harlow, the 
provincial physician who treated Gage’s injuries (Harlow 1868)).
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Industrial accidents resulting in focal penetrating injuries such as 
Gage’s are vanishingly uncommon in the modern era, though are still 
caused by gunshot wounds sustained by both military and civilian vic-
tims, and result in similar changes in judgement, social and ethical 
propriety, which may remain remarkably isolated from their effects on 
more traditional aspects of cognition. See, for instance, Damasio’s case 
history of a ‘modern day Phineas Gage’ in whom inability to take deci-
sions in his own long-term interest despite preservation of razor-sharp 
analytical abilities, followed damage to the same, inferior regions of his 
frontal cortex (Damasio 2008).

Diffuse traumatic brain injuries are more frequently recognised and 
often give rise to personality change in the context of a more wide-
spread pattern of neurological and physical (orthopaedic) disability. In 
neurological practice, however, when isolated and insidious personality 
change is reported the underlying cause is most likely to be some form 
of neurodegenerative process.

2  The Frontotemporal Dementia Spectrum

There is an unhelpful tendency in the media to refer to Alzheimer’s 
disease and dementia as if they mean one the same thing. Alzheimer’s 
disease is, to be sure, a common cause of dementia but is no more syn-
onymous with that clinical state than influenza is with the state of hav-
ing a fever. Although in both examples the assumption of equivalence 
would result in a correct diagnosis most of the time, it would also lead 
to a substantial error rate and (at least in the fever scenario) a great many 
avoidable deaths from other treatable causes of infection. The stakes 
are perhaps not quite so high in the case of cognitive impairment, but 
a good clinician will always consider treatable alternatives before diag-
nosing a progressive and incurable disease—a piece of clinical common 
sense that is reflected in recommendations of expert bodies (such as the 
UK National Institute of Clinical Excellence and the American Academy 
of Neurology), that brain imaging and blood tests including for vitamin 
deficiency, thyroid status and certain forms of chronic infection should 
be included in the workup of a patient with suspected dementia.
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Even when (as is almost always the case) these simple screening 
tests prove to be negative, the spectrum of possible neurodegenera-
tive causes includes too wide a range of distinct pathological processes 
for Alzheimer’s to be assumed by default. Again, the organised clini-
cal mind recognises heuristic boundaries marking out the territories of 
rarer conditions: Creutzfeldt Jakob Disease when progression is unu-
sually rapid; one of a growing number of genetic mutations when a 
patient has close relatives who are similarly affected; and in someone 
with symptom onset before the age of 60, one of the frontotemporal 
dementias.

The clinical spectrum of frontotemporal dementia is broad and 
encompasses a range of difficulties and disabilities that are distinct 
from those seen in patients with Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimer’s typi-
cally begins with increasing difficulty forming new memories, leading 
to a failure to keep track of changes over days, hours, or even smaller 
intervals. Frontotemporal dementia, on the other hand, is heralded by 
difficulties in the domains of either the use of language or of ‘social 
cognition’. These two faculties are broadly dependent on the integrity 
of neural systems located in frontal and temporal regions of the brain. 
Language problems are easily recognised, both by patients—who expe-
rience increasing difficulties with speech production and/or word 
language comprehension—and clinicians, who distinguish between 
syndromes of fluent and nonfluent ‘progressive aphasia’. In contrast, 
progressive disruption of social and emotional cognition gives rise to 
much subtler clinical phenomena, which are seldom fully recognised 
by patients in spite of their perplexing and alarming effects on family 
members. Changes may also be invisible to clinicians, particularly at 
mild stages or when very slowly progressive.

2.1  Quantifying Cognitive Disability

An aggregate index of measurable cognitive skills can be usefully 
equated with some overall index of intelligence. Membership of the 
‘society for bright people’ Mensa, for instance, is open to individuals 
whose scores on a battery of problem solving tests exceed those of 98% 
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of the overall population. Although the tests that contribute to the cal-
culation of such a measure (normally referred to as the intelligence quo-
tient (IQ)) are designed to be socially and culturally neutral, the extent 
to which the ability to solve a novel problem depends on pure reason-
ing, as opposed to education and accumulated experience, is still much 
debated, as is the objective status of the quality that is so measured.

It is less controversial, however, to use this type of test to compare 
different aspects of an individual’s intellectual abilities one with another 
(i.e. to characterise their relative cognitive strengths and weaknesses), 
against population norms, or serially over time, as a means of describing 
the clinical profiles of performance that match those seen in different 
types of dementia. For instance, the syndromes of fluent and non-flu-
ent aphasia may be identified using tests of vocabulary comprehension 
and production tasks such as reading words and naming pictures, and 
repeating words or sentences. Other patients may show isolated difficul-
ties learning and recalling new information, and these individuals often 
go on to develop dementia due to Alzheimer’s disease. Those who expe-
rience difficulties in solving visual tasks that most people find easy may 
be suffering from the syndrome of posterior cortical atrophy.

‘Social cognition’ is a more difficult set of abilities to define, and 
changes in it are predictably more challenging to detect and measure. 
When changes do take place they normally become apparent first to 
patients’ spouses or children, and sometimes to friends who have known 
them over years or decades. These witnesses often report that they are 
seeing the emergence of a ‘different personality’. Disturbing as this 
may be, the term ‘personality’ remains clinically problematic: it has no 
universally agreed definition; the features that distinguish one ‘person-
ality type’ from another may be subtle, and as a result not only selec-
tively recognised, but even differentially valued. This is not to say that 
the term is meaningless: in life, personality can be operationalised with 
reference to the set of stable dispositions that may, for instance, sup-
port a prediction about someone’s response to an event, challenge, or 
set of circumstances. We would neither expect nor wish to see Caspar 
Milquetoast commanding a platoon of soldiers, nor Sherlock Holmes 
counselling the recently bereaved. We want our diplomats to be diplo-
matic and our leaders to be decisive.
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Yet when Penny comments to Sheldon in The Big Bang Theory “How 
can you not be happy? You’re tall, thin and famous. Oh my God. 
I’m jealous of Sheldon!” the line works partly because the nature of 
Sheldon’s unique brand of social awkwardness is both difficult to pin 
down, and compatible with normal (or in Sheldon’s case ludicrously 
superior) intellectual capability while at the same time rendering him 
vulnerable and pitiable. And the same sense that ‘something is not quite 
right’ about the way a patient with suspected FTD behaves may be 
the only clinical clue to there being anything seriously wrong. I teach 
my clinical students and specialist trainees that it can be revealing to 
examine the effect that a consultation has on them personally: finding 
the encounter unusually enjoyable, hard work, or uncomfortable may 
be indicative, respectively, of disinhibition, apathy or obsessionality—
the major dimensions in which personality changes in frontotemporal 
dementia are described.

Disinhibition is characterised by the emergence of increased familiar-
ity, particularly with strangers, and often accompanied by a jocularity 
and mental energy that, when mild and unfamiliar, may be considered 
engaging, even attractive or flattering. It is not unusual for (usually 
male) patients with this phenotype to be accompanied to the clinic by 
a second wife or partner, who later came to recognise the changed per-
sonality pattern as unstable and maladaptive. Friendliness and lack of 
inhibitions quickly become embarrassing, as social rules and sensitivities 
become invisible and behaviour ever more childlike. Impulsivity devel-
ops, and complaints and Police involvement often follow.

The onset of apathy is commonly mistaken for an episode of depres-
sion, and treated with a sequence of antidepressant drugs. Unlike 
depression, however, apathy does not resolve but instead deepens, with 
taciturnity, emotional unresponsiveness and insensitivity to the needs or 
feelings of others, becoming dominant characteristics.

The obsessionality dimension comprises perhaps the most complex 
set of traits. Patients may become fixated on particular activities, televi-
sion shows, musical genres or even individual tunes. There is low tol-
erance of novelty and an impatience to return to the comfort of the 
established routine. Activities take precedence over the needs or desires 
of others, to whom patients display a distressing lack of concern. Most 
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patients with this variety of Frontotemporal dementia resist partici-
pating in clinical assessments, as they cannot understand the purpose 
of them, and when they do attend may appear restless and resentful. 
Together with the absence of any overt sense of interpersonal engage-
ment their attitude is easily misconstrued as one of hostility.

3  ‘Hubris Syndrome’ Variant FTD

The above sketches of the three most recognisable behavioural pheno-
types of FTD may give the impression that patients with this form of 
dementia can easily be categorised as either disinhibited/impulsive, apa-
thetic or obsessional, but this turns out to be doubly untrue. In the first 
place, a patient may start with features of predominant disinhibition, 
only to turn more apathetic as the spread of neuropathology begins to 
involve new brain regions. And secondly, like colours in a landscape 
painting such traits, whilst individually recognisable when examined 
close-to, usually co-exist with other features to produce a compound 
aggregate that makes each individual patient unique. The central con-
tention of this chapter is that there is a commingling of traits that 
uniquely causes the patient to develop features of the Hubris Syndrome.

Look again at some of the descriptive terms that I used above to 
describe the clinical characteristics of disturbance along each of the 
main behavioural dimensions: the social confidence that initially makes 
the disinhibited sufferer an attractive prospect as a mate; the impulsiv-
ity that prevents proper, careful evaluation of a situation before a deci-
sion is taken; and the erosion of the capacity to listen to and understand 
the needs of others. These exact same deficiencies—albeit in the context 
of a struggling organisation rather than of a degenerating brain—typify 
some of the core features of Hubris Syndrome as originally postulated 
by Owen and Davidson. Impulsivity itself forms part of symptom 12, 
while intolerance of the advice of others is central to symptom 7 (exces-
sive confidence in their own judgment and contempt for the advice or 
criticism of others); in many FTD cases there is a lack of insight (symp-
tom 11: ‘loss of contact with reality; often associated with progressive 
isolation’) that can be profoundly disturbing and is often significantly 
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harmful to their welfare (cf. symptom 14: ‘Hubristic incompetence’). 
An appeal to the divine for judgement is not seen, though hyperreligios-
ity does develop as a distinctive feature in a subgroup of patients (Miller 
et al. 2001).

So, in principle, a cocktail of impulsivity, confidence and insight-
lessness may give rise to a ‘Hubris Syndrome phenotype’ of FTD. The 
following case history should show that this theoretical phenotype can 
indeed be identified in practice.

AB was in her early fifties when I first met her in my cognitive neu-
rology outpatient clinic, but changes in her behaviour and personal-
ity had been noted several years earlier by both her husband and her 
employer (a company chief executive to whom AB had been a trusted, 
and highly valued, PA for more than a decade). She had originally been 
referred to the company’s occupational health department because of 
problems (noted by others but ignored by herself ) transitioning to new, 
electronically-based working practices in place of the paper diaries and 
meticulously kept notebooks on which she had previously relied.

Around the same time her husband was noticing that she had devel-
oped a tendency to ‘stubborn and unreasonable’ behaviour that he had 
never before known in her. She became a stickler for rules and regu-
lations, delighting in both obeying them and criticising others for not 
doing so. She had also developed a tendency to highly uncharacteris-
tic displays of disinhibition (such as dancing to music in public places) 
that were completely out of character for her. A diagnosis of reactive 
depression was made, and she was given counselling and drugs, but her 
difficulties failed to improve. I requested a magnetic resonance imag-
ing brain scan, which revealed marked and assymetric loss of volume 
in both frontal and both temporal lobes, with the greater emphasis on 
right hemisphere structures.

Inevitably, the clinical situation progressed: she became harshly 
critical of people close to her, particularly when they tried to offer her 
advice. It was not long before AB was forced to leave her job, a turn 
of events that she completely failed to understand, and against which 
she forcefully protested. She developed a sweet tooth and stereotyped 
dietary preferences for fried chicken and fish, which she had to eat every 
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day at exactly the same time. She became restless and unpredictable, 
and engaged only reluctantly with care staff, whom she treated abruptly 
and contemptuously. Continuous supervision and eventually institu-
tional care became unavoidable after AB developed features of hyper-
sexuality and public exhibitionism, and was taken into Police custody 
on several occasions before being transferred to specialist residential 
accommodation.

There can be little doubt that AB’s behavioural abnormalities devel-
oped in response to the accumulation of neurodegenerative changes in 
her brain: the evolution was gradual to the point of imperceptibility; the 
core features of disinhibition and rigidity dominated the change in per-
sonality; there was no response to antidepressant medication; and she 
remained stubbornly unaccepting of any problems and any reason not 
to carry on working, until late into her disease course. (I lost touch with 
AB after she was admitted to a residential home specialising in young 
onset dementia in a different part of the United Kingdom, but it is 
unknown for insight to return, once lost, in these circumstances).

What is also apparent, however, is a marked similarity between the 
overall Gestalt of AB’s new personality and the features that are typi-
cal of leaders with Hubris Syndrome: she showed no hint of apathy as 
long as I knew her, remaining restless (as well as reckless and impulsive) 
throughout the first few years of her illness. She was, moreover, con-
vinced that she was always in the right about everything, and was unable 
to understand why others were so incompetent in comparison to her: 
when I interviewed her without her husband she focused intently on his 
organisational and intellectual deficiencies, and when I interviewed her 
husband alone he told me that AB found me an incompetent and ill-
informed doctor. Hypersexuality has occasionally been discussed in the 
context of hubristic leadership, and examples of sexual indiscretion com-
ing to light after hubristic incompetence has led to a fall from grace (and 
immunity from adverse publicity) are not hard to find.

I would therefore argue that the overlap between these two clinical 
entities is not coincidental, but rather reflects a dysfunction in a com-
mon set of brain structures that, when functioning normally, ensure 
effective self-monitoring, particularly in response to the reactions of 
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other people. The critical difference being, of course, that in one dis-
order the dysfunction is reversible, while in the other it is relentlessly 
progressive. As to what these critical brain structures may be, it is worth 
going into the pathological anatomy of FTD in a little more detail, to 
understand how the behavioural changes may arise.

4  Neuropathology and Neuroanatomy 
of FTD

Understanding of the molecular processes that cause disruption in neu-
rodegenerative conditions has advanced rapidly over that past decade: 
many of the common dementia pathologies result from the deposition 
of structurally altered proteins that accumulate in healthy tissue in the 
form of insoluble aggregates, such as the amyloid plaques and neurofi-
brillary tangles seen in Alzheimer’s disease, or the intracellular depos-
its of altered tau protein that cause neuronal dysfunction and death 
in some forms of FTD. It is usually assumed that these pathological 
processes accumulate over a period of time measured in years or even 
decades, and that mild cognitive disruption occurs when there is still 
a relatively low pathological load. It is also generally accepted that the 
location of these early changes determines the clinical patterns that 
emerges in the early clinical stages and that, as pathology accumulates, 
neuronal cells cease to function, die and disappear, resulting in the pro-
cess of initially localised, but eventually global, brain atrophy.

By contrast, a neural account of the processes by which the brain 
supports particular types of cognitive ability seems a long way off, 
though the study of patients with brain damage remains one of the 
most informative ways of gaining relevant insights. All clinical syn-
dromes involving cognitive decline occur when one or more of the neu-
ral systems that contribute to higher levels of cerebral function begin to 
operate at a suboptimal level. The contribution that a system or systems 
make to the achievement of a goal determines the effects that its impair-
ment will have on the performance of a task that depends on the goal 
in question. To illustrate this point with a concrete example: the task 
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of expressing a spoken opinion in a public place will be impaired if the 
would-be speaker is unable to achieve the goal of sufficient confidence, 
or if he lacks knowledge of the grammatical structure or the sounds 
and meanings of the words in the language in which he aims to com-
municate. A sudden failure of articulacy could result from any one or 
any combination of these goals not being achieved, which in turn could 
be due to failure at the level of one or more neural systems. A skilful 
observer may be able to distinguish between candidate mechanisms by 
reasoning from more fine-grained characteristics of the performance, 
and even form a conjecture as to the location of the damaged region 
within the brain. This may seem like a coarse level of resolution, but 
it characterises most of what we know of the neuroanatomical basis of 
brain function at this higher, cognitive level.

5  Defining and Identifying Clinical Subtypes

Many clinical observations take place at this automatic ‘pattern recog-
nition’ level, and this is especially likely to occur when the to-be-rec-
ognised patterns have variable and compound characteristics, as has 
already been argued to be the case in behavioural variant FTD. As expo-
sure to new clinical examples accumulates a process of learning takes 
place, which leads to the creation of a ‘model’ in which cases are more 
or less similar to one another. Groups of instances will emerge that are 
similar to those within the same ‘cluster’ and very dissimilar from oth-
ers. The model may then start to become organised around these clus-
ters, the existence of which will begin to exert a process of attraction 
on new instances, such that similarity is defined in an increasingly ‘top-
down’ fashion. A well-developed model may support the formation 
of prototypical examples of each cluster, the salient features of which 
should remain relatively constant across observers.

The above model, based on experiential learning, is not formed with 
reference to the similarity of an instance to a pre-existing ‘gold stand-
ard’. Rather, the model’s dimensions and their values in individual 
instances emerge as a result of repeated exposure to examples. This pro-
cess contrasts with the sort of clinical instinct or ‘nose’ that develops 
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in other situations and leads to rapid recognition of a condition whose 
presence is later confirmed using an objective test (such as a stroke or 
heart attack).

In both of the above examples of the development of clinical knowl-
edge there are striking similarities to types of formal computational 
models that are defined in the field of machine learning (Bishop 2006). 
In the former case, the emergence of clusters from similarities and dif-
ferences among training examples, would be driven by ‘unsupervised 
learning’ algorithms. In the latter, the ability to classify a new instance 
as a member of one or another class on the basis of a set of example 
class members, is a form of ‘supervised learning’. The comparison is, 
of course, intentional, and is partly meant to illustrate of how expert 
knowledge can be (and is increasingly becoming) instantiated in com-
putational systems that can be continuously updated on the basis of 
newly acquired data.

A fully generalizable machine learning model of FTD would naturally 
entail the existence of a common and reproducible language of descrip-
tion, to ensure that all clinical observations are of equivalent value (that 
is, not weighted by prior assumptions about their importance). Many 
large research-oriented clinical institutes have developed checklists of 
symptoms that can be endorsed by a patient’s relative or carer, to create a 
cognitive profile of the patient and as a means of monitoring and identi-
fying salient changes at serial clinical assessments. The questionnaire used 
in the St. George’s clinic covers symptoms that are relevant to both cog-
nitive and social domains, and is reproduced at the end of this chapter. 
The Neuropsychiatric Inventory (NPI) is a more widely used instrument, 
and has an exclusive focus on symptoms in the social domain, which 
overlap with many of the features of psychosis and other psychiatric 
conditions, and may additionally have the potential to capture instances 
of hubristic behaviour disorders, such as the Hubris Syndrome and the 
putative Hubris Syndrome presentation of FTD (Cummings 1997).

The NPI consists of twelve major symptom types, within each of 
which the informant is asked to endorse one or more examples. For 
instance, the very first section deals with the phenomenon of delusional 
beliefs, and lists the following possible scenarios, which the informant is 
invited to endorse (or, alternatively, confirm to be absent):
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1. Does the patient believe that he/she is in danger, or that others are 
planning to hurt him/her?

2. Does the patient believe that others are stealing from him/her?
3. Does the patient believe that his/her spouse is having an affair?
4. Does the patient believe that unwelcome guests are living in his/

her house?
5. Does the patient believe that his/her spouse or others are not who 

they claim to be?
6. Does the patient believe that his/her house is not her/her home?
7. Does the patient believe that family members plan to abandon him/her?
8. Does the patient believe that television or magazine figures are 

actually present in the home?
9. Does the patient believe any other unusual things that I haven’t 

asked about?

Similar choices attach to the remaining symptoms, namely: halluci-
nations; agitation/aggression; depression/dysphoria; anxiety; elation/
euphoria; apathy/indifference; disinhibition; irritability/lability; aber-
rant motor Hubris Syndrome; sleep and appetite/eating disorders. Each 
one of the multiple scenarios that are suggested under these headings 
may be endorsed for frequency and severity.

6  Machine Learning Approaches 
to Understanding Clinical Subtypes in FTD

If we assume that the above inventory of personality changes forms 
at least a subset of those that are observable in all cases of the Hubris 
Syndrome variant of FTD, then an unsupervised machine learn-
ing model may naturally identify clusters of similarly affected patients 
simply by virtue of their similarities within the feature space. Such an 
approach has been used to look for symptom combinations that char-
acterise different forms of dementia. Bozeat et al. (2000), for example, 
subjected symptom questionnaire data to a data reduction procedure 
(principal components analysis) that identified groups of complaints 
that tended to occur together. They identified four robust clusters, which 
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represented stereotypic or compulsive behaviours, self-monitoring ability, 
mood disturbance, and impairment of insight. A similar methodology 
has not been used (or at least not reported) to look for symptom clus-
ters specifically within populations of FTD patients. This may be partly 
because systematic study on a large enough scale of patients with behav-
ioural variant FTD is hampered by the relative rarity of the condition (its 
prevalence is estimated as being around 15 cases per 100,000 population 
(Ratnavalli et al. 2002)), and the reluctance of some patients and their 
families to take part in such observational research.

When data does become available in sufficient quantities to support 
this approach, we will not only be able to infer clinically useful infor-
mation about how such patients should best be categorised, but also to 
relate the resulting symptom clusters to regional patterns of brain deg-
radation. The latter aim necessitates a further statistical step in which 
correlations are sought between measures of severity in some cognitive 
domain and the extent of physical degradation within small parcella-
tions of structural data (voxels) comprising an image of a set of normal 
and diseased brains. When these correlations form regional (i.e. spatial ) 
clusters it can be assumed that the regions involved are critical to the 
cognitive domain or task used in the correlation analysis. Relative diffi-
culty with speech production would, for instance, be expected to show 
a cluster of correlations in the inferior frontal region of the left cerebral 
hemisphere. In a recent and relevant application of these techniques, 
Hornberger et al. (2011) showed that abnormalities in the medial orbit-
ofrontal regions of the prefrontal cortex of patients with bvFTD (high-
lighted in Fig. 4) correlated significantly with a tendency to disinhibition. 
In addition to disinhibition data derived from the NPI, Hornberger 
et al. examined patients’ performance on a test of the ability to suppress 
(i.e. inhibit) an impulse to initiate an ‘obvious but incorrect’ response. 
They administered the Hayling test (Burgess and Shallice 1997), which 
requires the subject to supply the final word of a sentence with a word 
unconnected to its meaning. For example, after hearing the sentence 
fragment ‘He posted the letter without a…’, ‘STAMP’ is so overwhelm-
ingly the most probable closing word that the temptation to utter it 
requires effortful suppression, to allow the instruction (‘complete this 
sentence with a word unconnected to its meaning’) to be followed, and  
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a word such as ‘KANGAROO’ produced instead. The coloured areas in 
Fig. 1 indicate that volume loss in both orbitofrontal regions is signifi-
cantly correlated with these measures of disinhibition. Hornberger et al.’s 
findings provide additional evidence that these areas may be critical to the 
emergence of the disinhibited FTD phenotype described above.

7  A ‘Hubris Syndrome’ BvFTD Phenotype?

I began this chapter by describing some of the striking behavioural 
changes that support a diagnosis of the acquired personality disor-
der that has come to be known as Hubris Syndrome. I then went on 
to explore the concept of personality, to describe some of the circum-
stances under which brain damage may result in personality change, 
and how an understanding of the anatomy of these physical changes 

Fig. 1 Overlap between areas of grey matter atrophy correlating with total 
error score on the Hayling test and areas correlating with the reported fre-
quency of disinhibition in the Neuropsychiatric Inventory, in patients with 
behavioural variant FTD [From: Hornberger et al. Brain (2011). Reproduced by 
permission of the author.]
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and their relationship with clusters of abnormal clinical subtypes can 
inform an understanding of how personality comes to be represented, 
and distorted, at the neural level. This line of enquiry leads naturally to 
the question of whether the cluster of behavioural features that appear 
in Hubris syndrome, similar to the single case that I described from 
my personal clinical experience, may be more routinely identified in a 
subset of patients with FTD. Finding a ‘Hubris Syndrome-like pheno-
type’ of FTD would provide strong supportive evidence for a neurologi-
cal origin, or at least a neurological component, for the phenomenon. 
Moreover, it may allow the dysfunctional systems involved in HS to be 
identified, such that those vulnerable to developing the syndrome could 
be more readily identified, and rational approaches to ameliorating its 
effects developed.

It may not be coincidental that many of the neural structures that 
undergo progressive erosion in the context of FTD are implicated in 
dysfunction within the dopamine-mediated reward pathways that 
develop in patients with pathological addictions to alcohol, drugs or 
gambling (Berke and Hyman 2000), or those who develop impulse 
control disorders in response to traumatic brain injury or exposure to 
drugs that act centrally at dopamine receptors (Weintraub et al. 2010). 
It is also worth noting that the development of both addiction and the 
Hubris Syndrome are subject to susceptibility effects, rather than an 
inevitable consequence of exposure to certain substances or to extreme 
power. In that case, it is conceivable that the sense of reward that is 
surely induced by the successful exercise of power—by Tony Blair after 
Kosovo, for example, or Margaret Thatcher as she approached the end 
of her long period in office—could exert a powerful distorting effect on 
an individual’s judgement, leading them to prioritize repeated achieve-
ment of the reward over short and long term goals that may be more 
important to their personal (and political) survival. Under this analy-
sis, power would be analogous to a drug and Hubris syndrome to an 
addiction, to which certain personality types (perhaps disproportionally 
represented among those who are driven to seek office) are dangerously 
susceptible.
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8  Questions for Future Research

A systematic, unbiased approach is required involving large numbers 
(probably several hundreds) of patients with behavioural variant FTD, 
whose symptoms have been documented using a common clinical vocab-
ulary, is required to determine whether a Hubris Syndrome-like state 
or symptom cluster emerges regularly in the early stages of the condition, 
and if so, with what frequency it does so. Unsupervised machine learn-
ing algorithms, such as cluster analyses, could be employed to identify 
groups of symptoms that often co-occur, and the personality dimen-
sions along which these clusters lie scrutinised for their similarity to the 
Hubris Syndrome phenotype. It would be hypothesised that among the 
dimensions to emerge disinhibition would be a very powerful one, as 
disinhibition is a common and dominant clinical feature of the condi-
tion. Similarly with apathy, which would probably dominate a differ-
ent dimension and account for a considerable proportion of the overall 
variability of the data. Impulsivity would also be likely to be reflected by 
the co-occurrence of a particular symptom subset, whilst others may be 
describable in terms of extreme overconfidence, loss of insight, and pos-
sibly even a contemptuous disregard for the advice of others.

The delineation of these major dimensions would create a multidi-
mensional ‘feature space’ within which the clinical features of each indi-
vidual case could be plotted. A portion of the space would correspond 
to the clinical features of the Hubris Syndrome variant of FTD, and my 
anecdotal case described above would be found within this region. The 
number of other cases within this region of the space would provide an 
estimate of how frequently the subtype comes to clinical attention. If 
sufficient cases also had MR imaging available, then neuroanatomical 
associations between a position on any dominant dimension and atro-
phy within a particular region could also be sought, providing insights 
into the neural structures whose integrity is important in the regulation 
of different forms of behaviour and different types of personality. Any 
overlap between the regions correlating with the ‘hubristic symptom 
dimensions’ and the frontal-subcortical ‘reward’ circuits that are known 
to become dysregulated in patients with different forms of addiction, 
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would represent additional evidence of a common mechanism underly-
ing both states, and could eventually lead to the development of tar-
geted treatments to prevent or reverse the deleterious effects of such 
traits. Genetic variants (such as the possession of one or more copies 
of variant forms of the gene encoding the enzyme Catechol-O-methyl-
transferase, which may have mechanistic significance in a subgroup of 
FTD patients) could also be looked for across patients occupying dif-
ferent regions of symptom space, with a view to creating a risk profile 
for FTD subtypes, and hence identifying those at greatest risk of Hubris 
Syndrome before it was able to do very much damage.

Appendix

The St. George’s cognitive symptom questionnaire
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1  Introduction

Emotions are commonly viewed as subcortical eruptions impairing the 
rational guidance of behaviour. However, certain authors (e.g. Damasio 
1994; LeDoux 1996; Loewenstein et al. 2001) have disputed this con-
trast, suggesting that rationality by itself would be overwhelmed and 
directionless were information not emotionally tagged for significance. 
Nonetheless, lapses of rationality continue to be blamed on emotional 
interference. This is especially true of irrational risk-reward choices 
made during financial market bubbles and crashes, choices considered 
by many as instances of irrational exuberance and pessimism over-
whelming rational economic agency (Shiller 2005). However, there are 
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grounds for believing that the emotions of euphoria and fear displayed 
in markets may be more accurately described as shifts in confidence and 
risk preferences, caused by elevated levels of steroid hormones.

Steroids are a class of hormone, hormones being chemical messengers 
sent from one part of the body or brain to another, bringing about a change 
in the target tissue. The major classes of hormones include amines (such as 
adrenaline and noradrenaline), peptides and proteins (such as oxytocin and 
leptin) and steroids (such as testosterone, oestradiol and cortisol). Steroids 
are lipids cleaved from cholesterol by a series of enzymatic modifications, 
with the major sites of bio-synthesis being the gonads and the adrenal cor-
tex, although some neurosteroids, such as pregnenolone, can be synthesized 
directly by neurons and glial cells in the brain (Baulieu 1997).

Steroids constitute a particularly influential class of hormones 
because of their range of action. With receptors in almost every nucle-
ated cell in the body, they affect growth, metabolism, immune func-
tion, mood, memory, cognition and behaviour. Steroids are of special 
interest for the study of emotions and economic behaviour because they 
help coordinate body and brain in archetypical situations, such as fight, 
flight, mating, feeding, search and struggle for status. Because they are 
known to respond powerfully to such social situations, steroid hor-
mones may provide an important missing link in the emerging field of 
neuroeconomics between economic events and brain processes. Here, 
we review the relevant literature on two steroids that may help provide 
this link—testosterone and cortisol.

2  Steroid Hormones

2.1  Testosterone and the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-
Gonadal Axis

Testosterone is produced by the Leydig cells of the testes, in smaller 
quantities by the ovaries, and by the adrenal cortex in both sexes. The 
sex steroids, testosterone and oestrogen, are regulated by a series of 
glands acting in concert—the hypothalamic–pituitary–gonadal (HPG) 
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axis (Fig. 1). Sex steroids orchestrate reproductive function, regulat-
ing spermatogenesis in males, the menstrual cycle in females and sexu-
ally relevant and other forms of motivated behaviours in both genders 
(Reichlin 1998). Gonadotrophin-releasing hormone (GnRH), synthe-
sized by a small group of neurons in the hypothalamus, is transported 
axonally to the median eminence where it is released in a pulsatile 
manner into the hypothalamic–pituitary portal circulation (a net-
work of blood vessels connecting the hypothalamus with the pituitary 
gland). GnRH then acts on the anterior pituitary gonadotrophs—cells 

Fig. 1 Schematic representation of the HPA and HPG axes and their effects on 
brain function. a Effects of steroid hormones on dopaminergic neurotransmis-
son in the nucleus accumbens; b genomic and non-genomic effects of steroids in 
the brain; for more details see text. GABA g-aminobutyric acid; NMDA N-methyl-
D-aspartate; GR glucocorticoid receptor; AR androgen receptor; plus stimulatory 
effect; minus inhibitory effect; dotted circles steroid hormones (either glucocor-
ticoid or testosterone); grey-shaded  symbols cognate ligands for other receptors
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responsible for the production of luteinizing hormone (LH) and folli-
cle-stimulating hormone (FSH). When LH and FSH are released into 
the bloodstream in response to GnRH stimulation, they travel to the 
gonads—the ovaries in females and the testes in males.

In females, carefully coordinated actions of LH and FSH facili-
tate follicular maturation and subsequent ovulation in response to ris-
ing oestrogen levels. Progesterone levels rise in the second half (luteal 
phase) of ovulatory cycles, and help maintain the corpus luteum. In 
males, FSH is a critical regulator of spermatogenesis, while LH stim-
ulates the production of testosterone. Reactivation of the HPG axis at 
puberty, and the consequent secretion of testosterone, causes matura-
tion of the reproductive organs and development of secondary sexual 
characteristics. Testosterone has marked anabolic effects, promoting 
development of the musculature and increased bone growth, and con-
tributing, with pituitary-derived growth hormone, to a rapid increase in 
height at puberty (the so-called ‘growth spurt’). Oestrogen, progester-
one and testosterone—together with inhibin, which is produced by the 
gonads in response to FSH action—inhibit the production and release 
of GnRH, LH and FSH in order to maintain the homeostasis of the 
system, with the HPG axis being subject to tight feedback control at all 
levels (Reichlin 1998).

As well as controlling the female menstrual cycle and male spermat-
ogenesis, gonadal steroids also affect sexual behaviour (Vadakkadath 
et al. 2005). Importantly, they have been shown to exert both organi-
zational and activational effects. The former refers to the fact that sexual 
differentiation of the brain can be permanently altered by the presence 
or absence of sex steroids at key stages in development. For example, 
administration of androgens to female rats within a few days of birth 
results in long-term virilization of behaviour. Conversely, neonatal cas-
tration of male rats causes them to develop as females (Phoenix et al. 
1959; Breedlove and Hampson 2002). Similar, but less complete, viri-
lization of female offspring has been demonstrated following andro-
gen administration in non-human primates. Brain development 
in the absence of sex steroids follows female lines, but is switched 
to the male pattern by exposure of the hypothalamus to andro-
gen at a key stage of development. After puberty, androgens cause  
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a feeling of well-being, an increase in physical vigour and increased 
libido. Testosterone’s contribution to aggression and other forms of 
impulsive and risk-taking behaviours remains the subject of intense 
debate, and we return to this literature below.

2.2  Cortisol and the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal 
Axis

Cortisol, the main human glucocorticoid, is produced and regulated 
by the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis (Fig. 1). This axis is 
critical to maintaining normal physiological homeostasis, and it regu-
lates diverse processes, including metabolism, cardiovascular biology, 
immune function/inflammatory responses and cognitive function—
indeed disorders of cortisol secretion (e.g. Addison’s disease—cortisol 
deficiency; Cushing’s syndrome—cortisol excess) are associated with 
considerable excess morbidity and mortality if left untreated. The 
system operates in a hierarchical manner similar to the HPG axis. 
Corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) is produced by neurons in the 
paraventricular nucleus of the hypothalamus, which project to the base 
of the hypothalamus, the median eminence. In response to a stressful 
stimulus, CRH is released from axon terminals into the hypothalamic–
pituitary portal circulation, and reaches the anterior pituitary where it 
promotes the synthesis and secretion of adrenocorticotropic hormone 
(ACTH) by pituitary corticotrophs. ACTH then travels through the 
bloodstream to reach the adrenal glands (situated bilaterally above the 
kidneys) where it stimulates the synthesis and release of adrenal glu-
cocorticoid hormones (cortisol in humans and other primates, corti-
costerone in rodents; Buckingham 1998) and adrenal androgens (e.g. 
dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA)).

Glucocorticoids play a key role in helping the body adapt to chang-
ing circumstances in both its internal and external environments. 
Biologically, glucocorticoids facilitate the mobilization of resources to 
meet demand, including effects on intermediary metabolism, carbohy-
drate and protein metabolism, as well as acting as potent regulators of 
our endogenous ‘defence’ mechanisms, including the innate and adaptive 
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immune responses (Buckingham 1998). Owing to their highly lipophilic 
nature, they can enter the brain easily and exert widespread effects on 
emotions, cognition, and the response to stress (de Kloet 2000).

However, chronic, as opposed to acute, elevation of circulating gluco-
corticoids may have a number of adverse effects on the body and brain. 
In its most extreme form (i.e. Cushing’s syndrome), hypercortisolism 
may lead to excessive weight gain (especially abdominal fat), muscle 
wasting, severe metabolic dysfunction (with resistance to the action 
of insulin and in some cases overt diabetes mellitus), hypertension, 
impaired wound healing and enhanced susceptibility to opportunistic 
infections. Similarly, prolonged supraphysiological glucocorticoid expo-
sure may have deleterious effects on the brain, leading to depression 
and in extreme cases psychosis, as well as atrophy of the hippocampus, 
a brain region playing a central role in learning and memory (Sapolsky 
et al. 2000). Therefore, in order to avoid the undesirable consequences 
of glucocorticoid excess, the HPA axis is tightly regulated by a sensitive 
negative feedback loop, similar to that operating in the HPG axis: when 
glucocorticoid levels are high, CRH and ACTH secretion are downreg-
ulated: as cortisol levels subsequently fall, feedback inhibition of hypo-
thalamic–pituitary function is removed and CRH and ACTH secretion 
increase, which in turn restores adrenal cortisol production.

2.3  Steroid Receptors: Mechanism of Action of Steroid 
Hormones

The principles governing the interactions of steroid hormones with 
their cellular receptors are the same for adrenal and gonadal-derived 
sex steroids (Gurnell et al. 2017) and will be considered together for 
the purpose of this review. Steroid hormones are highly lipid soluble: 
they easily enter cells through the outer membrane. Once inside the 
cell, they bind to high-affinity receptors that belong to the nuclear 
receptor superfamily of ligand-gated transcription factors. For steroid 
hormones such as cortisol, oestrogen and testosterone, this process of 
binding to their receptors occurs outside of the nucleus in the cyto-
plasm. Hormone-bound receptor then trafficks into the nucleus where 
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it seeks out, and interacts with, specific regions of the DNA to control 
the rate at which target genes are ‘switched on’ (activation) or ‘switched 
off ’ (repression) (Fig. 1) (Tsai and O’Malley 1994; Funder 1997). In 
so doing, steroid hormones are able to increase or decrease the rate at 
which the cell synthesizes new proteins, and in this way change the 
structure and/or function of the cell, and the tissues made up of these 
cells.

These nuclear receptor-mediated events are relatively slow, usu-
ally taking several hours, and reflect the need for up- or downregula-
tion of new protein synthesis. However, steroids also exert effects that 
can be observed within seconds, and these effects cannot be explained 
by the classic, genomic mechanisms. Instead, steroid hormones appear 
to act in a non-genomic manner to more rapidly alter cellular func-
tion (Falkenstein et al. 2000). Steroid receptors have been found in 
extranuclear sites in the hippocampus and in many other brain regions 
(McEwen and Milner 2007). These membrane-associated receptors 
are connected to a number of intracellular signalling pathways, such 
as growth factor signalling, kinases and phosphatases, to influence cell 
function or indirectly alter gene expression in order to support func-
tional and structural plasticity of the nervous system (McEwen and 
Milner 2007). Furthermore, a particular subclass of steroid hormones, 
the neuro-active steroids (metabolites of the peripheral steroidogenic 
pathway, e.g. pregnenolone and DHEA and their sulphated forms 
(DHEAS)), together with neurosteroids (i.e. those produced by neu-
rons de novo), can rapidly alter neural excitability by acting as allosteric 
modulators on neurotransmitter-gated ion channels, such as the g-amin-
obutyric acid type A (GABA-A) and N-methyl-D-aspartate (NMDA) 
receptors in the brain (Fig. 1). In this way, steroids are able to influence 
emotions and mood within a narrow time frame (Baulieu 1997).

2.4  Androgens, Glucocorticoids and Brain Function

Recent work in neuroscience and economics has begun to elucidate 
how various brain regions process decisions and behaviours that vio-
late the tenets of rational choice theory. Among these are the amygdala, 
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which has been associated with framing effects (De Martino 2006) and 
ambiguity aversion (Hsu et al. 2005); the nucleus accumbens, associ-
ated with irrational risk-seeking (Matthews et al. 2004; Kuhnen and 
Knutson 2005); and the insula, associated with irrational risk aversion 
(Kuhnen and Knutson 2005) and the rejection of monetary reward in 
the ultimatum game (Sanfey et al. 2003). The brain is a major target 
of steroid hormone action, with cortisol, testosterone and oestradiol 
(Dreher et al. 2007) regulating neural function in many regions that are 
now recognized to be involved in economic decision-making (such as 
the prefrontal cortex and hippocampus) as well as regions implicated in 
irrational or emotional response to financial cues (such as the amygdala 
and nucleus accumbens). The powerful effects of steroids on these key 
brain regions raise the possibility that the irrationality or emotionality 
displayed in financial decisions may be significantly influenced by the 
levels of steroid in the body.

Corticosteroids—glucocorticoid and mineralocorticoid produced 
by the adrenal cortex—have dense receptor fields in the brain, as first 
demonstrated by McEwen and colleagues, who showed specific accu-
mulation of 3H-corticosterone in the rat hippocampus (McEwen et al. 
1968). Glucocorticoids bind to both glucocorticoid (GR) and miner-
alocorticoid receptors (MR), the latter of which has 10-fold higher 
affinity for its ligand than the GR (Reul and de Kloet 1985). MRs 
maintain basal activity of the axis, whereas GRs enhance negative feed-
back when corticosterone levels rise in response to a stressor. While the 
GR has a widespread expression pattern throughout the brain, MR 
expression is mostly restricted to limbic brain regions such as the hip-
pocampus, amygdala, the septum and some cortical areas (de Kloet 
et al. 1998), regions critically involved in learning and memory, modu-
lation of emotional responses and inhibition of behaviour.

For the purpose of this article, the key neural target regions consid-
ered with respect to glucocorticoid action are the hippocampus, amyg-
dala and the pre-frontal cortex (McEwen 2007). The hippocampus is 
essential for novelty detection and for the formation of declarative 
memory, underlying the conscious acquisition and recollection of facts 
and events (Scoville and Milner 1957). The prefrontal cortex, on the 
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other hand, plays a key role in working memory, the cognitive mecha-
nism that allows us to keep small amounts of information active for a 
limited period of time. The amygdala is particularly concerned with fear 
and emotions and mediates fear-conditioned memories.

The diverse actions of cortisol on human cognitive functions depend, 
among other factors, on the amount of hormone released, the length 
of exposure to cortisol, the emotional salience of the situation and the 
brain areas involved in dealing with the task. Low doses of glucocor-
ticoids impair prefrontal, working memory, whereas high-dose or 
long-term administration results in an impairment in declarative (hip-
pocampal) memory (Lupien et al. 2007). Furthermore, sustained eleva-
tion of corticosterone, or chronic stress, leads to plastic remodelling 
of neuronal structure in the hippocampus, amygdala and prefrontal 
cortex, as well as profound changes in functional plasticity, e.g. long-
term potentiation (McEwen and Chattarji 2004; Liston et al. 2006). 
Specifically, chronic stress, through the activation of the HPA axis, 
decreases the number of apical dendrites of the CA3 pyramidal neurons 
of the hippocampus and increases the number of dendritic branches 
in the central nucleus of the amygdala (McEwen and Chattarji 2004). 
Furthermore, chronic stress induces a selective impairment in atten-
tional set-shifting and a corresponding retraction of apical dendritic 
arbors in the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC). In stressed rats, but 
not in controls, decreased dendritic arborization in the mPFC predicts 
impaired attentional set-shifting performance (Liston et al. 2006). 
Consistent with results obtained in rodents, psychosocial stress in 
humans selectively impairs attentional control and disrupts functional 
connectivity within a frontoparietal network that mediates attention 
shifts (Liston et al. 2009). These stress-induced, and perhaps glucocor-
ticoid-mediated, changes in neuroplasticity may underlie altered cogni-
tive functions, such as impaired attention, novelty detection and risk 
assessment, as well as anxiety and facilitated consolidation of emotion-
ally negative memories, that are typical of chronic stress.

Cortisol, as well as testosterone, may crucially influence economic 
decision-making through its effects on the nucleus accumbens (or ven-
tral striatum), a main forebrain target of the mesolimbic dopaminergic 
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system. Dopaminergic neurotransmission in the nucleus accumbens 
underlies motivation and reward-related behaviours such as drug self-
administration and reward prediction (Ikemoto and Panksepp 1999; 
Schultz 2000). One study also found the nucleus accumbens to fire in 
anticipation of irrational risk-seeking choices in a financial choice task 
(Kuhnen and Knutson 2005). Both corticosteroids and testosterone 
profoundly influence dopamine transmission in this region (Piazza and 
Le Moal 1997; Sarnyai et al. 1998; Frye et al. 2002). Both hormones 
are self-administered by experimental animals, indicating their reinforc-
ing properties (Piazza et al. 1993; Sato et al. 2008).

Evidence of the ‘rewarding property’ of testosterone is also provided 
by the finding that it can stimulate a conditioned place preference when 
administered to rats (Schroeder and Packard 2000; Frye et al. 2002).

In humans there is evidence that anabolic steroids are addictive 
(Kashkin and Kleber 1989). It is thought that the rewarding properties 
of testosterone derive from the effect it and its metabolites, dihydrotes-
tosterone and 3a-androstanediol, have of increasing dopamine release in 
the shell of the nucleus accumbens (Frye et al. 2002).

Cortisol has a complex pattern of effects on the nucleus accumbens. 
The activation of the HPA axis appears to be critically involved, through 
CRF and glucocorticoids, in different aspects of drug reward (Sarnyai 
et al. 2001). Acute stress increases extracellular dopamine levels, whereas 
chronic stress blunts the dopamine response and further inhibits dopa-
mine outflow (Cabib and Puglisi-Allegra 1996). Chronic stress, through 
elevated corticosterone, appears to result in an increased dopamine D2 
receptor density selectively in the shell of the nucleus accumbens (Lucas 
et al. 2007). D2 receptors are inhibitory autoreceptors that dampen 
dopamine release from the pre-synaptic terminal. Similarly, we have 
shown that chronic corticosterone treatment upregulates the binding 
of the dopamine transporter, which is responsible for the termination 
of dopamine’s effect in the synapse, in the same brain region (Sarnyai 
et al. 1998). Others have shown long-lasting desensitization of dopa-
mine receptor signalling caused by chronic stress (Choy et al. 2009). 
Therefore, it can be hypothesized that chronic stress induces an allo-
static attenuation of the mesolimbic dopaminergic system, possibly due 
in part to persistent corticosterone elevation.
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3  Steroid Hormones and Risk-Taking

3.1  Testosterone and Risk-Taking

Testosterone mediates sexual behaviour as well as competitive encoun-
ters, so there are prima facie reasons for believing it could also affect 
financial risk-taking. Research into how it may do so is, however, in its 
infancy. Much of the work on the cognitive and behavioural effects of 
androgens has instead studied humans taking anabolic steroids, studies 
that are pharmacological rather physiological because the steroids are 
taken in supra-physiological doses (Kashkin and Kleber 1989); or the 
work has studied animal behaviour, thus leaving open the question of 
the results’ applicability to humans (Sapolsky 1997). The animal stud-
ies, besides those examining sexual behaviour, have focused largely on 
the effects of testosterone on mating, guarding and territorial aggres-
sion, and on competitions for rank within a social hierarchy. This 
research has been elegantly synthesized by the biologist John Wingfield 
in his highly influential challenge hypothesis.

According to the challenge hypothesis, testosterone in males rises 
to a minimum level required for sexual behaviour; it will continue to 
rise beyond this level only when males are confronted with an intruder 
or a social challenge, the increased testosterone promoting aggressive 
behaviour (Wingfield et al. 1990). The insights gained from the chal-
lenge hypothesis, and from animal hormone studies more generally, 
have been applied to human behaviour (Archer 2006), but often with 
questionable success. Many studies, for example, could not determine 
whether testosterone caused aggression or the other way round; oth-
ers found testosterone levels were poor predictors of who subsequently 
became aggressive (Sapolsky 1997; Monaghan and Glickman 2001); 
still others did not distinguish between aggressive and non-aggressive 
risk-taking (Vermeersch et al. 2008). One problem with these studies 
stems from the fact that in humans, as in some non-human primates, 
higher cognitive functions refract the effects of testosterone, which 
in smaller brained animals are more deterministic. Furthermore, the 
dependent variables in these studies, such as aggression, dominance,  
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or status seeking, often cannot be defined or measured in humans with 
any objectivity, leading to marginally significant experimental results 
and contradictory findings between papers (Archer et al. 1998).

Studies of steroids and financial risk-taking promise to overcome 
many of these difficulties. To begin with, financial variables, such as 
profit, variance of returns, volatility of the market, can be defined objec-
tively and measured precisely. Furthermore, the competitive behaviour 
Wingfield and his colleagues observed in animals may manifest itself in 
humans, not so much in aggressive encounters as in competitive eco-
nomic behaviour. Through its known effects on dopamine transmission 
in the nucleus accumbens, testosterone may well have its most powerful 
effects in humans by shifting their utility functions, state of confidence 
or financial risk preferences.

We began testing this hypothesis by setting up a series of experi-
ments on a trading floor in the City of London (Coates and Herbert 
2008). We chose to study professional traders because real risk-taking, 
with meaningful consequences, seemed most likely to trigger large 
endocrine reactions. Our hypothesis and predictions were based on the 
challenge hypothesis as well as a closely related model, the winner effect 
(see below). Biologists working with these models have noticed that 
two males entering a fight or contest experience androgenic priming 
in the form of elevated testosterone levels. Moreover, the winning male 
emerges with even greater levels of testosterone, the loser with lower 
ones. The orders of magnitude of these hormone swings can be large: 
Monaghan and Glickman (2001) report that in a competition for rank 
among recently introduced rhesus monkeys, the winning male emerged 
with a 10-fold increase in testosterone, while the loser experienced a 
drop to 10% of baseline levels within 24 hours, and these new levels 
for both winner and loser persisted for several weeks. This reaction may 
make sense from an evolutionary point of view: in the wild, the loser of 
a fight is encouraged to retire from the field and nurse his wounds while 
the winner prepares for new challenges to his recently acquired rank.

A similar result has been found in experiments with humans (Gladue 
et al. 1989). Athletes, for example, experience the same androgenic 
priming before a sporting contest, and a further increase in testosterone 
after a win. This experiment has been repeated for a number of different 
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events, including tennis (Booth et al. 1989) and wrestling (Elias 1981), 
as well as less physical contests such as chess (Mazur et al. 1992). It has 
also been found that the rising and falling levels of an athlete’s testoster-
one can be mimicked by fans: Bernhardt et al. (1998) took testosterone 
samples from fans during a World Cup match in which Brazil defeated 
Italy. Both sets of fans went into the game with elevated testosterone, 
but afterwards the Brazilian fans’ testosterone levels rose while those of 
the Italians fell.

The role of these elevated testosterone levels is further explored in an 
animal model known as the ‘winner effect’. In this model, winning in 
an agonistic encounter can itself contribute to a later win (Chase et al. 
1994; Oyegbile and Marler 2005), an effect that is independent of (i) 
an animal’s resource-holding potential (RHP), i.e. the physical resources 
it can draw on in an all-out fight, (ii) its motivation, i.e. the value of 
the resource in dispute, or (iii) its aggressiveness (Hurd 2006). It is not 
known if the win imparts information to winner and loser about their 
respective resources (Hsu and Wolf 2001; Rutte et al. 2006) or whether 
it has physiological effects. This latter possibility is suggested by experi-
ments in which elevated testosterone has been found to contribute to 
further wins (Trainor et al. 2004; Oyegbile and Marler 2005). Another 
possibility not fully considered in the literature is that higher testos-
terone, through its beneficial effects on the cardiovascular system and 
muscle mass, may effectively increase an animal’s RHP, or, through its 
effects on confidence and risk-taking, may increase an animal’s motiva-
tion or aggressiveness (Neat et al. 1998). Whatever the mechanism, a 
winner, with heightened testosterone levels, may proceed to the next 
round of competition with an advantage. This positive feedback loop, in 
which victory raises testosterone which in turn raises the likelihood of 
later victories (Fig. 2), may help account for winning and losing streaks 
in round-robin animal competitions that establish a social hierarchy 
(Dugatkin and Druen 2004).

We examined the relevance of the challenge hypothesis and win-
ner effect models to the financial markets (Coates and Herbert 2008) 
by looking for evidence that traders experience an increase in testoster-
one when they enjoy an above-average win in the markets. To do so, 
we sampled steroids from 17 young male traders, taking saliva samples 
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twice a day, at 11.00 and 16.00, over a period of eight consecutive busi-
ness days. Hormone readings are notoriously noisy owing to the pulsa-
tile nature of their production and release into the blood stream, hence 
our protocol of repeated sampling to help separate ‘signal’ from ‘noise’. 
The traders were engaged in high-frequency trading, meaning that they 
positioned securities, mostly futures contracts in European and US 
bond and equity markets, in sizes up to £1 billion, but held their posi-
tions for a short period of time—several minutes, and sometimes mere 
seconds. They rarely positioned trades overnight, and they did not let 
winning or losing positions run for long.

We discovered that these traders did indeed have significantly higher 
testosterone levels on days when they made an above-average profit. 
We could not determine from this correlation whether the profits were 
raising hormone levels or vice versa, but since we took two samples per 
day, we could examine how morning testosterone levels were related to 
afternoon profits and losses (P&Ls). To do so, we looked at the days 
when each trader’s 11.00 testosterone levels were above his median level 
during the study, these days showing testosterone levels a modest 25% 

Fig. 2 Schematic representation of a winner effect mediated by testosterone
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higher than on the other days. We found that on days of high morning 
testosterone, the traders returned an afternoon profit (Fig. 3a) that was 
almost a full standard deviation higher than on ‘low-testosterone’ days. 
Interestingly, this relationship was even stronger among experienced 
traders (Fig. 3b), i.e. those who had traded for longer than 2 years, sug-
gesting that testosterone, at moderate levels, was not having its effect by 
encouraging overly risky behaviour but was instead optimizing perfor-
mance, at least with respect to high-frequency trading.

The effects of androgens on high-frequency trading were also evident 
in a second experiment, one that looked at a surrogate marker of pre-
natal androgen exposure—the second to fourth digit (finger length) 
ratio (2D:4D) (Coates et al. 2009). As mentioned above, there are two 
distinct periods and types of hormone action—organizational effects 
of pre-natal steroids on the foetus and activational effects of circulat-
ing steroid on the adult. Androgens surge between the ninth and 18th 
week of gestation, masculinizing the foetus and exerting developmental 
changes on the body and brain that are permanent (Cohen-Bendahana 
et al. 2005). After the 19th week, androgen production subsides, spikes 

Fig. 3 P&L on low- and high-testosterone days. a P&L made between 11.00 and 
16.00 for 17 traders on days when their testosterone levels were above their 
median level during the study (‘high T’) and on the rest of the days (‘low T’) 
(n = 17, paired t-test p = 0.008; Cohen’s d = 0.97). P&Ls for each trader were 
standardized by dividing them by their 1-month average daily P&L. Standardized 
P&Ls were then averaged across all 17 traders, b Afternoon P&L for experienced 
traders only, i.e. ones with more than 2 years trading experience (n = 10, paired 
t-test p = 0.005; Cohen’s d = 1.37)
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again briefly in the neonate and then drops back to low levels until the 
onset of puberty. At puberty, androgen production increases, activat-
ing the circuits created earlier in life by pre-natal hormone exposure. 
According to the organizational/activational model of hormone action 
(Phoenix et al. 1959), the sensitivity of adults to changes in circulating 
testosterone is a function of the amount of pre-natal androgen to which 
they were exposed (Meaney 1988; Breedlove and Hampson 2002).

Importantly, the amount of pre-natal androgen an individual was 
exposed to can be estimated because it leaves traces throughout the 
adult body, traces often measured by paediatricians looking for effects of 
environmental hormone disruptors on newborn infants. 2D:4D is the 
most convenient measure for studies (McIntyre 2006). A lower 2D:4D 
ratio is thought to indicate higher levels of pre-natal testosterone expo-
sure (Manning et al. 1998; Brown et al. 2002). Consistent with this, 
men on average have lower ratios than women. We sampled 2D:4D 
from a total of 44 traders, including 14 from the first study, and found 
that it predicted both the traders’ P&Ls over a 20-month period and 
the number of years they had survived in the business. It also predicted, 
in line with the organizational/activational model, the sensitivity of the 
trading performance of the original 14 traders to increases in circulating 
testosterone: the lower the trader’s 2D:4D, the more money he made 
when his testosterone levels rose.

Pre-natal testosterone appears, therefore, to predict long-term success 
in high-frequency trading, a style of trading requiring quick physical 
and cognitive reactions. However, there are grounds for believing that in 
other types of trading, especially those permitting more time for analy-
sis and a longer holding period, or ones that do not make such physi-
cal demands, the correlation may weaken and even reverse sign (Coates 
et al. 2009). The market, it appears, selects for biological traits but these 
traits may vary between market segments.

The two trading floor experiments described here raise troubling 
questions about the efficient markets hypothesis. If, as this hypoth-
esis assumes, markets are random, then we should not be able to pre-
dict relative trading performance by means of biological traits. Yet, 
our results suggest that higher levels of circulating testosterone pre-
dict short-term profitability and higher levels of pre-natal testosterone 
predict long-term profitability, at least in the segment of the market  
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inhabited by high-frequency traders. The implication seems to be that 
the markets are not efficient or that they select for traits other than 
rational expectations (De Bondt and Thaler 1987; Shiller 2005; Blume 
and Easley 2006).

This leads us to another important question: how could testoster-
one exert its effects on profitability? Field studies such as those reported 
above do not allow us to establish a causal relationship between testos-
terone and profits, merely a predictive relationship, albeit a strong one. 
To establish causality, one needs pharmacological manipulation. Some 
studies administering testosterone esters to eugonadal males have found 
significant but weak effects on mood and aggressiveness (Bhasin et al. 
2001; O’Connor et al. 2004), although they were not examining finan-
cial tasks. However, converging evidence from other lines of research 
suggests that androgen may affect confidence and risk preferences. For 
example, administered testosterone promotes confidence and fearless-
ness in the face of novelty, a result observed in both animals (Boissy and 
Bouissou 1994) and humans (Hermans et al. 2006). Furthermore, in a 
between-subjects study of male students playing an investment game, 
testosterone levels correlated with risk preferences (Apicella et al. 2008). 
This study also examined 2D:4D and risk preferences, finding a signifi-
cant correlation among Swedish Caucasians but not in a more ethnically 
heterogeneous population, the difference in results being accounted for 
by the fact that ethnic population is an important confound for 2D:4D.

Intriguingly, there is another potential path of causation between tes-
tosterone and trading profits. Trading, it is not often appreciated, is a 
physical activity, a demanding one, so the important effects of testos-
terone may be physical rather than cognitive. High testosterone levels 
or increased androgenic effects, for example, can increase vigilance and 
visuomotor skills such as scanning and speed of reactions (Salminen 
et al. 2004; Falter et al. 2006), qualities that may help traders to spot 
and trade price discrepancies before others arbitrage them away (Coates 
et al. 2009). Elevated testosterone levels have also been found to 
increase an animal’s search persistence (Andrew and Rogers 1972) and, 
during search, to focus visual attention while decreasing distraction by 
irrelevant stimuli (Andrew 1991). These last traits may be of particu-
lar importance in high-frequency trading because this form of trading 
requires lengthy periods of visuomotor scanning and quick reactions.
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An increase in confidence or risk preferences, as found in some stud-
ies, would tend to increase a trader’s position size; an increase in search 
persistence the frequency of trading; an increase in reaction times the 
chances of getting to a trade before others. Given that the traders in our 
study had a positive expected return, i.e. they usually made money, larger 
positions or more frequent trades would translate into higher daily prof-
its. However, we cannot at this point say by which route these effects 
travelled, that is, whether testosterone was having its effect by augment-
ing the effort, speed, confidence or risk preferences of the traders.

3.2  Cortisol and Risk-Taking

A review of research on cortisol and financial risk-taking is necessar-
ily brief as there is almost no work done on this subject. Van Honk 
et al. (2003) looked at the cortisol levels of people playing the Iowa 
Gambling Task and found that they correlated with risk aversion. In our 
own studies, we hypothesized that cortisol, as a stress hormone, would 
increase as traders lost money. This seemed a reasonable assumption, 
but our experiment did not find evidence to support it, as we observed 
no relationship between trading losses, even above-average ones, and 
cortisol levels. However, caution is needed before extrapolating these 
findings, as the style of trading and the risk management practices on 
this trading floor prevented traders from losing large sums of money. 
Had they not done so, or had we sampled in a different setting, for 
example in an investment bank where traders position interest rate or 
credit risk for longer periods of time, and had these traders entered a 
sustained losing streak, it is likely they would have experienced high lev-
els of stress and cortisol.

However, we did note a potentially more interesting finding—that 
cortisol was rising with uncertainty. Early research on stress and corti-
sol, especially the pioneering work of Hans Selye, focused on how cor-
tisol production reacts to actual bodily harm. But later research found 
that the HPA axis can respond more robustly to expected harm and that 
the size of the response is an increasing function of the uncertainty over 
timing. For example, an animal receiving a shock at regular intervals or 
after a warning tone may have normal cortisol levels at the end of an 
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experiment; in contrast, an animal receiving the same quantity of shock 
will experience rising cortisol levels as the timing of the shocks becomes 
more and more unpredictable, reaching a maximum when the timing 
becomes random (Levine et al. 1989). Animals can have a similarly 
elevated HPA response when exposed to situations of novelty (Erikson 
et al. 2003) or uncontrollability (Swenson and Vogel 1983; Breier 
et al. 1987). Uncertainty, novelty and uncontrollability can perhaps be 
reduced to a common denominator of uncertainty; all three describe 
a situation in which an animal finds it increasingly difficult to predict 
what may happen and what actions will be required. The necessity of 
being prepared for the unexpected signals to the body, via cortisol, that 
catabolic metabolism may be needed. As it transpires, ‘uncertainty’, 
‘novelty’ and uncontrollability’ aptly describe the financial markets and 
the environment in which traders find themselves on a daily basis.

To examine the effect of uncertainty on traders’ HPA axes, we looked 
at the risk faced by each trader, as measured by the variance of his P&L, 
over the course of the study (Coates and Herbert 2008). We found a 
highly significant correlation with cortisol that once again displayed 
a large effect size. Variance in P&L is a measure of the uncertainty or 
uncontrollability a trader has just lived through; but we also wanted to 
measure how uncertain the traders were about upcoming events in the 
market, such as the release of important economic statistics. To do so, 
we used the implied volatility of the Bund futures contract (a future 
on German Government bonds), which was the security most widely 
traded by the traders in the study. Bond options require for their pric-
ing the market’s estimate of the future variance of the underlying asset, 
so option prices provide an objective measure of the market’s collective 
uncertainty. Here, again we observed a very high and significant correla-
tion between the traders’ daily cortisol levels, averaged from all traders, 
and the market’s uncertainty regarding upcoming market moves. Our 
results raise the possibility that while testosterone codes for economic 
return, cortisol codes for risk.

Our experiment represents only the mere beginning of research into 
the role of cortisol in financial decision-making. To underline our belief 
in the critical importance of this hormone, we should point out that 
the cortisol fluctuations we observed were large. In the normal course 
of a day, cortisol, like testosterone, peaks in the morning and falls over 
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the course of the day. Between our sampling times, cortisol levels would 
be predicted to fall by approximately 40%, yet in many of our subjects 
it rose, in some cases by as much as 500%. Similar-sized cortisol fluc-
tuations were also observed between days. What purpose do changes of 
this magnitude serve? Cortisol, as highlighted above, marshalls glucose 
for immediate use, and it promotes anticipatory arousal and a focused 
attention (Erikson et al. 2003). We speculate therefore that trad-
ers, when expecting a market move, would benefit from such an acute 
increase in cortisol, as it prepares them for the money-making opportu-
nities that increased volatility brings.

3.3  Steroids and Impaired Risk-Taking

If market volatility or the variance in the traders’ P&L were to remain 
high, cortisol levels could also remain elevated for an extended period. 
Chronically elevated cortisol levels, as we have seen, can have the oppo-
site effect on cognitive performance as acute levels. Cortisol displays 
an inverted U-shaped dose–response curve, according to which per-
formance on a range of cognitive and behavioural tasks is optimized at 
moderate levels, while being impaired at lower and higher levels (Fig. 4) 
(Conrad et al. 1999). As cortisol levels rise past the optimal point on 
the dose–response curve, they may begin to impair trading perfor-
mance, specifically by promoting irrational risk aversion. Chronically 
elevated cortisol levels increase CRH gene transcription in the cen-
tral nucleus of the amygdala thereby promoting fear (Corodimas et al. 
1994), anxiety (Shephard et al. 2000; Korte 2001) and the tendency 
to find risk where perhaps none exists (Schulkin et al. 1994; McEwen 
1998). They may also alter the types of memory recalled, causing a per-
son to selectively recall mostly negative precedents (Erikson et al. 2003). 
Lastly, chronic stress, as we have seen, downregulates dopamine trans-
porters, receptors and downstream signalling molecules in the nucleus 
accumbens, and may thereby alter risk-related behaviours. All these 
effects would tend to decrease a trader’s appetite for risk.

When might conditions of chronic stress occur in the markets? Bear 
markets and crashes are notable for their extreme levels of volatility, the 
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protracted subprime mortgage crisis being a notable example, with the 
VIX, an index of implied volatilities on the New York Stock Exchange, 
rising from 12% before the crisis to a high of 80% 18 months later. 
It seems likely that cortisol levels among traders threatened for so long 
with historic levels of uncertainty would have increased and perhaps 
remained elevated for a prolonged period of time. Under such circum-
stances, the steroid may have contributed to the extreme levels of risk 
aversion observed among traders. Indeed, extended periods of uncer-
tainty and uncontrollable stress can promote a condition known as 
‘learned helplessness’, in which persons, and animals, lose all belief in 
their ability to control or influence their environment (Kademian et al. 
2005). Under these circumstances, traders could become price insensi-
tive and fail to respond to lower asset prices or interest rates, thereby 
rendering monetary policy ineffective. In short, rising cortisol levels 
among traders and investors may promote risk aversion during a bear 
market, exaggerating the market’s downward move.

Could testosterone work in the opposite direction, encouraging 
irrational risk-taking during a bull market? This is a difficult question. 
Moderate levels, as described above, may promote effective risk-tak-
ing among animals and high-frequency traders. But higher levels may 
indeed carry increased costs such as encouraging excessive risk-taking. 

Fig. 4 Inverted U-shaped dose–response curve relating cortisol levels to cogni-
tive function, such as performance, on a spatial navigation or declarative mem-
ory task
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In studies related to the challenge hypothesis and the winner effect, ani-
mal behaviourists have found that the higher a male’s testosterone level 
(either on account of the breeding season, an agonistic encounter or 
an experimental implant), the more often he fights, the large the area 
he patrols or the more often he ventures into the open (Marler and 
Moore 1988; Beletsky et al. 1995). These habits can lead to loss of fat 
stores (i.e. nutritional reserves), neglect of parenting duties, frequent 
wounds and increased predation (Dufty 1989; Wingfield et al. 2001). 
High-testosterone males end up paying a stiff price for their risk-taking 
in the form of a higher rate of mortality. We do not know if traders 
can experience rises in endogenous testosterone sufficient to encourage 
analogous forms of over-confidence and irrational risk-taking analo-
gous forms of over-confidence and irrational risk-taking. The traders 
we observed experienced only moderate increases, although one trader, 
who enjoyed a 5-day winning streak during which he made over twice 
his daily average P&L, experienced a 75% increase in mean daily tes-
tosterone. It is known that cortisol can rise to extreme levels, and for 
extended periods of time; but research on the costs of high physiologi-
cal levels of testosterone in humans is rare. Nonetheless, some studies 
have found that physiological levels of testosterone are indeed correlated 
with risky behaviour (Booth et al. 1999), sensation seeking (Daitzman 
and Zuckerman 1980) and the size of offers rejected in the Ultimatum 
Game, rejections often considered as violations of economic rational-
ity (Van den Bergh and Dewitte 2006; Burnham 2007). Other studies 
with users of anabolic steroids, or subjects administered pharmacologi-
cal doses of testosterone, have found evidence of manic behaviour (Pope 
and Katz 1988; Pope et al. 2000). In one study, researchers admin-
istered testosterone to a group of women playing the Iowa Gambling 
Task (van Honk et al. 2004) and found that it shifted risk preferences to 
such an extent that the women switched from playing the low variance 
and positive expected-return decks of cards to the high variance but 
negative expected-return decks. A similar result was found in a physi-
ological study in which the performance of young males on the Iowa 
Gambling Task was negatively correlated with their testosterone levels 
(Reavis and Overman 2001). These study results suggest that elevated 
levels of testosterone could at some point begin to impair rational finan-
cial decision-making.
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4  Conclusions

Taken together, the findings surveyed in this review suggest the possibil-
ity that economic agents are more hormonal than is assumed by theories 
of rational expectations and efficient markets. These theories assume, 
for example, that prices in financial markets accurately reflect all avail-
able information. But a trader’s interpretation of information may not 
be stable: a trader with high levels of testosterone may see only oppor-
tunity in a set of facts; while the same trader with chronically elevated 
cortisol may find only risk. Furthermore, risk preferences may not be 
stable. If traders are subject to a financial variant of the winner effect, 
such that rising levels of testosterone increase their appetite for risk 
during a bull market, and rising levels of cortisol decrease their appe-
tite for risk during a bear market, then steroid hormones may shift risk 
preferences systematically across the business cycle. This effect, even if 
confined to a small number of people, could destabilize the financial 
markets (Camerer and Fehr 2006). The hypothesis of steroid feedback 
loops exaggerating market moves raises the further possibility that the 
emotions of irrational exuberance and pessimism (what the economist 
John Maynard Keynes called ‘animal spirits’) commonly blamed for 
financial instability may in fact be steroid-induced shifts in confidence 
and risk preferences. This is not to say hormones cause bubbles and 
crashes; advances in technology, for example, caused the bull markets of 
1920s and the Dotcom era, but hormones may exaggerate moves once 
under way.

The study of hormonal influences is, we believe, an important step in 
the ongoing project, beginning with behavioural economics and con-
tinuing with neuroeconomics, of showing how the body influences eco-
nomic decisions, frequently pushing economic agents, for good or ill, 
away from rational choice. The research, moreover, carries intriguing 
policy implications: if hormones affect risk-taking, then perhaps finan-
cial markets can be made more stable by having a greater endocrine 
diversity in the financial industry. How do we achieve endocrine diver-
sity? Hormone levels change over the course of our lives, with testoster-
one and oestrogen declining, and cortisol increasing; so young and old 
have markedly different endocrine profiles. The sexes as well have very 
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different endocrine systems. Market stability is served by opinion diver-
sity; so it may be served as well by having more balance in the banks 
between young and old, men and women. One does not need to argue 
that one group is better than others for this policy to work; merely dif-
ferent (Dreher et al. 2007). However, there are grounds for thinking 
that women may be less ‘hormonally reactive’ when it comes to finan-
cial risk-taking. For example, women have only 5–10% of the circulat-
ing levels of testosterone of men, and they have not been exposed to the 
same organizing effects of pre-natal androgens. Furthermore, some stud-
ies have found that women’s HPA axes are less reactive to stressors stem-
ming from a competitive situation (Stroud et al. 2002). Their greater 
presence in the ranks of money managers may therefore help dampen 
hormonal swings in the market.

Lastly, the endocrine system may be the missing link in the new field 
of neuroscience and economics, connecting market events to brain pro-
cesses (Caldu´ and Dreher 2007). If research in endocrinology, especially 
work done with animal models, were to be wedded to recent develop-
ments in neuroscience and economics, we could begin to approach a 
unified scientific subject, from molecule to market (McEwen 2001).
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1  Introduction

I am going to start with a mystery and it is about a fish. Among the 
cichlid fish of Lake Tanganyika, there are males and females, but there 
are two types of males: there is the T fish and the NT fish. Sometimes, 
however, something quite remarkable happens; within the course of 
one to seven days, Mr. NT turns into Mr. T, in every respect (Fernald 
2003). This is quite important because apart from being more hand-
some, brightly-coloured, bigger, he is also more aggressive, he is also 
sexually highly fertile: a group of cells in his brain that produce a sex 
hormone called gonadotropin-releasing hormone swell to eight times their 
previous, NT size during the transformation. That is the mystery I am 
leaving you with just now, and I will give you the answer at the end of 
the chapter.
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If you are familiar with Rodin’s famous sculpture ‘The Kiss’ you may 
not have noticed that the figures turn rightward towards each other 
during the embrace. It turns out that this is a feature of real life too: 
a German researcher called Onur Güntürkün, who went to a number 
of airports in Europe and America and counted the direction in which 
people were kissing, found that in the majority of cases they behaved as 
in Rodin’s kiss, by kissing to the right (Gunturkun 2003). It also turns 
out that if you have goalkeepers under pressure, i.e. when behind in a 
penalty shootout, they dive to the right 71% of the time (Roskes et al. 
2011).

2  Approach and Avoidance

What does this have to do with power and the topic of hubris? 
Approach and avoidance are the two fundamental biological impulses 
underpinning all our behaviour as animals. It is about survival: we 
want to approach certain things—for food and for sex—and we want 
to avoid certain things, to avoid being eliminated (Gray 1987). The 
approach system is closely linked to the dopamine (reward) system of 
the brain (Wacker et al. 2013), which tends to activate left frontal areas 
more than the right (Davidson 1992). Electrical brain recordings (EEG) 
show that people who are being made to think or remember a situation 
when they had power over someone, for instance sitting on an interview 
panel or in another position of power, activate the brain’s left-lateral-
ised approach system (Boksem et al. 2012). This motivation to approach 
explains why Rodin’s statues—and indeed embracers the world over—
strain slightly to the right, driven by the increased activity in the left 
frontal lobes of their brains.

Mike Tyson, World Heavyweight Boxing Champion, was convicted 
of rape in 1992 and spent three years in prison. When he came out he 
was no longer World Champion, Frank Bruno was. What do you do if 
you have been eating bad food under fluorescent lights for three years, 
and you are no longer the champion? What is the recipe? Don King, 
who was the promoter, had the same recipe that all American boxing 
promoters had had for at least 100 years, a recipe which is not about 
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diet. What Mike Tyson needed was tomato cans. I have no idea why, 
actually, the American boxing fraternity have this concept of a tomato 
can. A tomato can in this context is a boxer, for instance, Peter McNeely 
Jr, a Boston Irishman, who was the first contender whom Mike Tyson 
was set to fight in Las Vegas a few months after he got out of prison. 
A tomato can is someone you are bound to beat because he is so much 
worse than you. And this happened. People paid a large number of dol-
lars to see Mike Tyson fight, which lasted only 89 seconds before the 
first tomato can was defeated. Then the second one, Buster Mathis, a 
few months later in Philadelphia, lasted three rounds before being 
defeated as well.

What has this got to do with power and hubris? It is to do with the 
“Winner Effect”, a phenomenon that pertains across all of biology and 
which is the title of my book on the subject (Robertson 2012). What it 
means is, if you win one contest even against an artificially weakened 
opponent, or against a “tomato can”, your chances of winning the next 
contest against a much stronger opponent are statistically increased. The 
American boxing fraternity knew this for 100 years yet it did not hit 
science until 1951 when a mathematical biologist called Landau, who 
was trying to understand the rise of authoritarian dictatorships such as 
Hitler and Mussolini, tried to work out how pecking orders, or hierar-
chies in animals developed and were maintained. He created through 
purely mathematical modelling equations where he put in variables like 
body size, testosterone levels, size of the group, but mathematically he 
could never get a stable hierarchy. Hierarchies emerged, but they con-
stantly shifted, changed and reformed (Landau 1951a). Then he discov-
ered in his second paper (Landau 1951b) that there was one variable he 
could put into the mathematical equation which gave him stable hier-
archies, and that was a little rule that said, if you have a minor contest 
against one member of the group, and you win it, this causes a small 
increase in your chances of winning the next contest. This is the Winner 
Effect. It was not demonstrated empirically until 1967, in the green 
sunfish (McDonald et al. 1968). If you put a small green sunfish in the 
same tank as a big green sunfish, then the experience of bullying the lit-
tle green sunfish gave the bigger fish a much better chance of becoming 
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dominant when he subsequently went into another tank with an equal 
sized sunfish.

We also know from the work of John Coates and Joe Herbert on 
London financial traders, that testosterone is linked to winning, and, in 
his case, winning trades; profit levels are higher on days when testoster-
one levels are greater (Coates and Herbert 2008). There is a similar phe-
nomenon in sport: in the 1994 World Cup, Italy were in the final with 
Brazil, and Roberto Baggio missed the penalty resulting in Italy losing. 
Researchers took saliva samples in the group of Italian and Brazilian 
fans before and after the game, and what they found was: in the fans, 
the testosterone levels of the Brazilian people went up, and of the Italian 
fans, went down (Bernhardt et al. 1998). Think about it. We are talking 
here perhaps about the biggest pharmacological experiment ever done, 
about mass manipulation of the hormones of 100 million Brazilians 
and of 60 million Italians. So our contest with other people changes our 
biology fundamentally. We tend to think of our biology changing us, 
but actually our social relationships constantly, every day, change our 
biology.

3  Power

Finally we have come to power. Bertrand Russell wrote an entire book 
about power, arguing that the fundamental entity in social science 
is power in the same sense that energy is the fundamental concept in 
physics (Russell 1938). Karl Marx clearly knew this, but it is something 
that neuropsychologists like myself have only stumbled upon relatively 
recently: the fact is that we are a group species and the main determi-
nants, even greater than those of genetics, of our cognitive and emo-
tional functions, are our relationships with other people. And power is 
one of the fundamental elements of such relationships.

Let me just give you a little quiz for yourself for you to do in your 
own head. Think of a boss in whom power went to his or her head. Just 
mentally go through whether any of the following applied to them. Did 
they change, to become more pushy, selfish? Did they like having an 
impact on underlings, not just by making them frightened, or shocking 
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them, but also making them grateful? Did they start to see people as 
objects, in terms of how useful they are? Did they develop a tunnel 
vision? Did they become sexually primed? Did they become hypocriti-
cal, having difficulty in seeing things from other people’s points of view? 
Were they disinhibited, making would-be jokey comments that are not 
funny to the person on the receiving end? These are all demonstrated 
effects of even small amounts of imagined power in ordinary people 
(Robertson 2012).

There is one other such effect of power that comes not from experi-
mental studies, but rather through studies of people who are bosses in 
real life, from Nathanael Fast and colleagues (Fast and Chen 2009). 
They showed that if you promote someone into a position in which 
they feel inadequate and they have power, they are likely to behave in 
a bullying fashion to underlings, the result of a toxic combination of 
inadequacy and power.

Does then power turn us into selfish, hypocritical bullies who see 
other people as objects? Not necessarily. Consider examples of people 
given power who have changed in some or all of these domains: stra-
tegic vision, decisive, goal-focused, healthy appetite for risk, handled 
stress well, smart, upbeat, bold and inspiring? These are also effects of 
power on the brain. How can that be? What lies behind this two-edged 
sword of power? It can make people selfish and hypocritical, or it can 
make them smart, bold and inspiring. The evidence is that, like many 
of the brain’s other chemical messengers, there is an inverted U shape 
function for the neurotransmitter most linked to power—dopamine: 
too little dopamine activity in the brain’s reward network and the brain 
underperforms, while too much distorts judgment and emotions. There 
is therefore a delicate balance, a sort of “Goldilocks Zone” where the 
biological effects of power on the brain cause positive changes, without 
tilting the brain into the sort of distorted behaviour that we know as 
“hubris”.

So how do you try to ensure that people in power can hit this 
Goldilock’s zone and get all the benefits of power? Power’s effects on the 
dopamine system means that it has certain antidepressant properties, it 
emboldens you, permits you to see the wood rather than the trees, and 
contributes to charisma. A charismatic person has the capacity to see 
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a future alignment of events that other people cannot see, and power 
actually is a sort of drug that helps your brain do that. We know from 
David Owen’s fundamental work about leaders who developed the 
Hubris Syndrome that there is, in a manner of speaking, a change in 
behaviour, a complete change in demeanour that he has documented 
happens to some British leaders including Margaret Thatcher and Tony 
Blair (Owen and Davidson 2009). Here is a segment of a BBC inter-
view conducted by Michael Parkinson with Tony Blair.

Blair:  In the end, there is a judgement that… well, I 
think if you have faith about these things, then you 
realise that judgement is made by other people and 
also by…

Michael Parkinson: Sorry - what do you mean by that? Sorry…

Blair:  I mean, by other people, by… if you believe in 
God, it’s made by God as well…

In June 2003, former US President George W Bush told Palestinian 
Prime Minister Abu Mazen that God had told him to invade Iraq (BBC 
2005). Blair clearly felt that there was a greater power involved and that 
he was, in some way, anointed in terms of the weighty decisions he had 
to make. This is a feature of hubris. One of the symptoms is messianic 
manner, but the thing about power, the real victim of power, is the ego. 
And if the ego swells to that extent it becomes so hungry that it cannot 
bear to think of itself as being secondary or subservient to higher laws 
or principles or people. So it is a very common thing—Julius Caesar 
had himself made a demi-god while he was still alive. John Paul Getty, 
believed himself to be the reincarnation of Emperor Hadrian (Getty 
2003). Picasso had himself called the ‘Sun’ by his staff, while he called 
himself the King. So this sense of specialness that comes from this nar-
cissistically swollen ego, that is the greatest risk of power.
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4  Antidotes to Power’s Effects on the Brain

So can we forecast who is going to succumb to it? The great psychol-
ogist David McClelland identified power as one of the three great 
motivators of human beings, the others being affiliation and achieve-
ment (McClelland 1987). At the base of power motivation there is 
always a personal egotistical aspect to this, the sheer pleasure of being 
in charge, of calling the shots. McClelland calls this P (personal) power 
motivation.

You can assess how much motivation people have for power by their 
free speech and their natural language. This was done in Tony Blair’s 
case assessing his power motivation by using Prime Minister’s Questions 
in Parliament (Dyson 2006), where in the free speech, researchers look 
for linguistic themes of carrying out strong psychologically or physi-
cally forceful actions. One can reliably code this in free speech and give 
people a score on how much power motivation they have. It turns out 
that this measure of power motivation has strong biological correlates, 
with high power motivation resulting in higher and more prolonged 
testosterone surges in competitive situations than is the case in people 
with lower levels of power motivation. High power motivation indi-
viduals find losing stressful and secrete the stress hormone testosterone, 
while the reverse is true for people with low power motivation—they 
are inclined to find winning stressful (Schultheiss et al. 1999; Wirth 
et al. 2006)! Some people, in other words find that dominating other 
people is stressful rather than rewarding, a process that, according to 
McClelland, is largely unconscious. Other sophisticated analysis com-
paring the speech patterns of leaders with and without hubris such as 
Blair, Thatcher and Major has been carried out by Garrard and col-
leagues (Garrard et al. 2014).

There is, however, a second dimension to power motivation, which is 
where a person still wants to have control over other things, but wants 
it for the benefit of the group and not purely for egotistical, “P” power 
reasons. This is called S (social) power (Winter 1973). Where there 
exists an appetite for power, there is always a P power, egotistical power, 
aspect to it. But in addition, people vary in how much S (social) power 
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they have. And S power can be measured in the speech by, reliably, the 
extent to which people use negatives such as not and don’t in their free 
speech. These are signs of internal constraints on behaviour that moder-
ate the biological effects of P power (Wirth et al. 2006). If you compare 
the power motivation of George Bush and Barack Obama, both have 
equally high appetites for power, but George Bush is very low in the S 
power while Barack Obama is high on the S power (Kusari 2010). Why 
is that important?—because S power acts as an antidote to the testos-
terone-driven, potentially addictive surges of power. One finds smaller 
and less sustained testosterone surges to dominating other people if one 
has a combination of P power and S power (Wirth et al. 2006). The 
interesting thing is women have, on average, higher levels of S power 
than men, and therefore may be somewhat protected against the Hubris 
Syndrome, although certainly not completely (Chusmir 1986).

5  The Mystery Solved

I will now return to the cichlid fish. Why does Mr NT turn into  
Mr T in every respect? Here is the answer. One of the downsides of 
being a T fish is you are brightly coloured. In the shallow waters of Lake 
Tanganyika you are therefore more visible to gulls and more likely to be 
taken out the water. The reason you are called a T fish is because you 
have territory. When you are plucked out of the water your territory 
becomes vacant, so a NT fish sees the territory—by merely having ter-
ritory, and is biologically, in every respect, transformed; within a week, 
the colour, size, behaviour, fertility and everything else is changed. So 
that is the influence of environment over biology. Does this happen 
in humans? Perhaps it does: Oscar winners live an average four years 
longer than Oscar nominees (Redelmeier and Singh 2001). Four years 
is the increase in life-span you will get if you cure all cancers, so this is 
a huge effect. Nobel Prize winners live an average one and a half years 
longer than Nobel nominees (Rablen and Oswald 2008). So perhaps 
something like the T fish effect does happen in humans Our power rela-
tionships certainly are the fundamental dictators of who we are, includ-
ing the very stuff of our brains.
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Part II
Culture



1  Introduction

Some management and leadership careers and roles end in failure. 
People get sacked or resign or retire early. Management failure, as 
opposed to success, has only been studied for the last 30 or so years 
beginning in America. Three things, all of which are surprising and 
counter-intuitive to many people characterise this growing and impor-
tant literature. First, there are a surprisingly large number who fail and 
derail. If you ask people they usually offer a “guesstimate” of between 
5 and 10%. The data suggest the number may be more like 50% 
(Furnham 2010; Hogan 2007). That is, failure is as common as success. 
It is therefore surprising that the topic has been neglected for so long. 
Second, failure and derailment comes as a surprise to many because 
those that do have nearly always been regarded as high flyers and in the 
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talent group. Many have had “stellar careers” with considerable early 
success and a good reputation. It comes, therefore, as a great shock 
when a supposedly highly successful leader fail and derails. Third, fail-
ure is not exclusively due to the personality and pathology. Two other 
factors play an important role. The first is organisational culture and 
processes which can allow, even encourage, management failure. The 
second is employees or followers who are prepared to go along with, and 
obey the derailing leader.

2  Incompetence vs Derailment

It is important to make the distinction between leadership incompe-
tence and derailment.

2.1  Incompetence

Synonyms include ineptitude, inability, inadequacy, incapacity, ineffec-
tiveness, uselessness, insufficiency, ineptness, incompetency, unfitness, 
incapability, and skillessness. In essence incompetence means an inabil-
ity to perform; lacking some ability, capacity or qualification.

Nearly everyone has worked for an incompetent manager. Essentially, 
the incompetent manager is lacking something: most are simply over-
promoted. Others are there because of favouritism or simply bad selec-
tion. They do not have the skills, the energy, the courage or perhaps 
the insight to do that which is required of a good leader. Nepotism, 
poor selection techniques and complacency often account for the 
appointment of an incompetent leader. Casciaro and Lobo (2005), in 
an amusing Harvard Business Review article, distinguished four types 
based on the dimensions of competence and likeability: competent 
and incompetent jerk, loveable star, and loveable fool. They caution, 
quite rightly, against spending too much time with the loveable fool, 
who is in essence incompetent. In their paper ‘The Incompetent CEO’, 
Toney and Brown (1997) noted how these often get appointed through 
flawed promotional practices: ostracising shining stars, choosing those  
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with a pleasing personality or not examining the nature of their experi-
ence. Their advice was to watch out for early warning signs, scrap defec-
tive promotional practices, search out and retain really great leaders and 
train people in the appropriate skills. In their book ‘The Peter Principle: 
Why things always go wrong’ (1969), Lawrence J Peter and Raymond 
Hull state that ‘in any hierarchy, individuals tend to rise to their level of 
incompetence’. Although the book was rejected by 13 publishers, when 
it was finally published it became an immediate best seller. Indeed Peter 
made the concept of incompetence popular long before competency or 
incompetency was on the lips of every manager. In a later book he spelt 
out a number of corollaries to the Peter Principle:

• The cream rises until it is sour.
• For every job in the world there is someone, somewhere, who can’t 

do it.
• Given enough promotions, that someone will get the job.
• All useful work is done by those who have not yet reached their level 

of incompetence.
• Competence always contains the seeds of incompetence.
• Incompetence plus incompetence equals incompetence.
• Whenever something is worth doing, it is worth finding someone 

competent to do it.
• The Peter Principle, like evolution, shows no mercy.
• Once an employee achieves a level of incompetence inertia sets in 

and the employer settles for incompetence, rather than distress the 
employee and look for a replacement.

• Lust gets us into trouble more than sloth.

2.2  Derailment

This literally means coming off the tracks and is taken from railroad ter-
minology. It refers to where an otherwise functional train, expectedly 
“comes off the rails” and is thus left stranded, unable to move, possi-
bly blocking the line and potentially irreparable. The derailed leader is 
not one lacking in ability: indeed often the opposite. Many are highly 
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talented, well-educated and high flyers. But they come unstuck, often 
because the dark side to their personality does not fully manifest itself 
until they acquire significant power.

Incompetence and derailment are sometimes difficult to differentiate 
because the consequences in the business are often similar. They usu-
ally include declining customer service, morale and profits, high turno-
ver and negative media coverage as well as simply things like inadequate 
quality control and stock flow. In the management literature derailment 
has come to mean the demise of an otherwise successful business or 
political leader who seems to have too much of a good thing like self-
confidence, boldness or courage. Indeed, it is for those characteristics 
that they were often chosen. However the strengths became weaknesses, 
either because of the way they were overused, or because they were ini-
tially compensatory.

3  Three Crucial Indicators

The modern literature based on both psychological and psychiatric the-
ory suggests that underlying all leader derailments (and all personality 
disorders) there are three very fundamental markers. Whilst there are 
numerous factors that might indicate the possibility of a leader derail-
ing, there are three that are always most important. They concern issues 
like empathy, intimacy, identity and adaptation.

3.1  Relationships

Can the person establish and maintain healthy, happy, long-term rela-
tionships with various sorts of people?

Leadership is accomplished with and through people. It is almost 
impossible to conceive of a leadership position which does not involve 
groups and teams. Leaders have to get the trust and loyalty of their team 
to succeed. They need to build team spirit and understand team dynam-
ics. They must help teams to cope with both triumph and disaster and 
learn new skills and ways of working together. The ability to form and 
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maintain relationships starts early. People make friends at a very young 
age for various reasons and some keep them for very long periods. 
There is vast literature in psychology on the psychological importance 
of friendship formation and social support. It is essential for men-
tal health to be able to establish relationships. What is clear from the 
work on the personality disorders and dark-side traits is that for differ-
ent reasons those with these disorders have difficulty with relationships. 
It is possible to consider the number of relationship problems that an 
individual has had including parent-child, sibling, partner, colleague, 
neighbour etc., over the years. Whilst nearly all researchers have demon-
strated that problems with interpersonal relationships are at the heart of 
the problem for derailed managers it has been suggested that these are 
often complimented by a whole number of self-defeating features of the 
Hubris Syndrome. These include being rigid, hostile, defensive, over-
committed, suspicious and defensive (Williams et al. 2013). However 
it seems the case that these self-defeating Hubris symptoms themselves 
play a big part in derailment because they are related to the inability to 
establish good relationships.

From the 1960s to the mid-1990s it was common to talk of commu-
nication, interpersonal or social ‘skills’. These were loosely defined as a 
set of learned, specific but related skills which allow us to understand 
and communicate in relation to others by initiating and maintaining 
social relationships. People who worked in the area maintained that 
there were various specific assumptions made by social skills research-
ers. Most would have agreed that social skills are essential. Those who 
focused on communication concentrated on verbal, vocal and non-
verbal abnormalities. They noted that people could be taught to com-
municate what they felt and thought more accurately and effectively. 
Hence emphasis on presentation skills and public speaking. Others 
were more interested in the ability of people to initiate and sustain 
relationships. These skills concerned being assertive and relationship 
building. A social skills deficit was thought of as the cause of many 
problems. Indeed, some adults do tend to be rigid, with poor self-con-
trol and social skills and are weak at building bonds. Understanding 
and using emotions/feelings are at the heart of business and indeed 
being human.
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Often business people prefer to talk about ‘emotional competencies’ 
(rather than traits or abilities) which are essentially learned capabilities. 
Emotional competencies include emotional self-awareness, self-regu-
lation, social-emotional awareness, regulating emotions in others, and 
understanding emotions. If one is to include older, related concepts like 
social skills or interpersonal competencies then it is possible to find a 
literature dating back thirty years showing these skills predict occupa-
tional effectiveness and success. Further, there is convincing empirical 
literature which suggests that these skills can be improved and learnt. 
One recognized reason for management failure is lack of emotional 
intelligence. This is most often found in leaders in highly technical areas 
(finance, engineering) who may have chosen those subjects because of 
their poor social skills in the first place.

The bottom line, though, is this: all the evidence suggests that 
derailed managers are unable or unwilling to initiate and maintain 
healthy, long-term relationships in the workplace. Either because of 
their lack of social skill or else their egotism and selfishness they tend to 
have problems with their clients, team and reports.

3.2  Self-awareness

Does the person have insight into themselves? Can they accurately 
appraise and understand their own abilities and preferences, their 
impact on others, and the implications of these factors for the risk of 
Hubris Syndrome. It is essentially reality-testing; a calibration against 
the facts of life.

Self-awareness is partly knowledge about the self: strengths and 
weaknesses, vulnerabilities and passions, idiosyncrasies and nor-
malities. It can be derived in many ways. Sometimes self-insight 
comes from a sudden epiphany in the classroom or on the couch. It 
can even occur at an appraisal. It comes out of success and failure. 
What others say and even by receiving feedback from a personality 
test. There is a pathological form of self-awareness. This is manifest 
in the hypervigilant, counselling-addicted, self-obsessed individu-
als who are interested in nothing but themselves. It is a phase most 
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adolescents pass through, and in which some become stuck. It’s 
deeply unattractive and quite counter-productive. It can take years to 
find out who you are, where you belong (in the family, organization, 
community), knowing what you can best contribute to others. Some 
people are lucky: they are given opportunities to test their skills and 
see their impact. They become more aware of their potential and of 
how they naturally behave in specific situations: Good in a crisis, or 
good at provoking them? A good ear for languages? (Real) emotional 
intelligence? Why certain types of people clearly do not like them? A 
natural at negotiation and sales? Aware of what stresses them and of 
their fundamental values. Better self-regulation of emotions and self-
management comes with self-consciousness in the sense of having real 
self-understanding.

Surely, one of the greatest of all faults is to be conscious of hav-
ing none. So how to improve your self-awareness? Three things help: 
first self-testing, exploration and try-outs. Try new tasks and situations. 
Adolescents are famous for saying they do not like something that they 
have never tried. People make discoveries late in life—often through 
chance discoveries. The second is self-acceptance. This is neither the 
over- nor under-estimation of your talents. We are not all intelligent, 
creative or insightful. It is as sad to see people ignoring or underplaying 
their strengths as their weaknesses. Third, seeking out feedback from oth-
ers. A good friend, boss, teacher tells it like it is. They help to clarify cru-
cial questions: what is really important to me? Who is the authentic me?

The famous Johari window has four boxes: the Open Self is common 
knowledge, things I know and you know about me; then there is the 
Hidden Self which is the little box of secrets—things I know about me 
that others do not; the third box is labelled Blind Self which is about 
things other people know about, see in, are sure of, me but which they 
have not told me. The fourth box is the Unknown self—things nei-
ther I nor others know about me. Buried, repressed or long forgotten 
thoughts or even areas of potential. Perhaps they can be mined by thera-
pists interested in, and supposedly able to, drag things from the murky 
unconscious into the bright light of day.
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The bottom line is that most derailed leaders are poorly informed 
about their strengths and weaknesses. They do not understand how they 
come across and their effect on others. This is potentially a serious issue.

3.3  Adaptability, Learning and Transitioning

It has frequently been observed that derailed leaders’ early career suc-
cess was often responsible for their later failure because they failed to 
learn. At various times in a work career people have to learn to let go 
of old, odd, dysfunctional assumptions and beliefs. Further, they need 
to acquire new skills and ideas. This often means exposing themselves 
to learning situations that can be threatening and which may involve 
failure. Some organizations do a good job in preparing people for sen-
ior positions. Through a series of planned experiences and courses they 
hope to transition them to take on the responsibilities of higher man-
agement. All potential leaders need to upgrade and extend their social 
and technical skills and move from tactical to strategic thinking. Both 
incompetent and derailed leaders often have too narrow a range of expe-
rience and an over-emphasis and reliance on either technical or social 
skills.

Senior leadership is often about dealing calmly and rationally with 
ambiguous, threatening and uncertain situations. The inflexible and 
unadaptable executive seems unable to change his/her mindset and 
grow to meet changing situations. There are a range of transitions that 
most people go through. These include promotion to senior and then 
general management, losing a supportive boss or coherent team, going 
through a difficult merger or simply experiencing disruptive organisa-
tional change. Some are offered coaching, mentoring and other ways 
to help them over this period. They might be given a mature and 
functional team. Most importantly they are given feedback on their 
strengths, limitations and blind spots.

But change happens all the time: technology and law change; inter-
nationalisation means new competitors; companies can appear and 
disappear overnight. People therefore need to be adaptable and able to 
cope with change. Some are clearly better at this than others.
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4  Conditions that Allow for the Emergence 
of Dark-Side Leaders

There are clearly many factors that account for why potentially derail-
ing leaders make it to the top. Many have pointed out that just as you 
need three components for fire, namely heat, oxygen and fuel, so you 
are unlikely to get leadership derailment if you do not have: leaders with 
a derailment profile; people who are prepared to follow derailing lead-
ers; and environments which allow derailment. Many people have tried 
to moderate the simple-minded and individualistic trait approach to 
leadership derailment by stressing the nature of leader-follower dynam-
ics (Clements and Washbush 1999). Ouimet (2010) noted three factors:

4.1  Cultural Factors

There are national and corporate cultural factors that favour the dark-
side manager making it to the top. First, individualistic cultures (mainly 
in the West) more than collectivistic cultures (mainly in the East) value 
personal achievement over group success. Thus in these cultures it 
is more natural to look for, and select, people who draw attention to 
themselves and have significant self-belief.

Further, if the organisation promotes and trumpets values like imme-
diate results, audacity, ambition, individual initiative, financial success, 
professional prestige and social celebrity they become a breeding ground 
for dark-side leaders (Ouimet 2010). Thus inevitably dark-side types 
are drawn to organisations in which they can thrive. This is particularly 
the case for organisations in sectors which are fast moving and poorly 
regulated.

4.2  Environmental Factors

There is considerable historical evidence that dark-side leaders emerge in 
times of political and economic crisis. Where people perceive an imag-
ined or real and significant threat to their well-being and livelihood they 
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are often drawn to the “superman, heroic” leader who promises them 
he or she can save them. People are drawn to the rhetoric, the self-con-
fidence and the bravado of leaders who can mobilize people and give 
them confidence. Crises occur for all sorts of reasons. Political crises can 
trigger economic crises and vice versa. Sudden changes in technology or 
international law can have an immediate and massive impact on organi-
sations of all sizes who look for immediate solutions. If at this point 
the bold, mischievous, Machiavellian steps forward the emergence of a 
dark-side leader is usually guaranteed.

4.3  Organisational Structural Factors

All organisations, for historical but also legal reasons, have processes 
and procedures which can either facilitate or frustrate the emergence 
of a dark-side leader. Some place serious restrictions on an individual’s 
power and freedom to make decisions. Some organisations have strict 
rules and procedures about group decision making and the keeping of 
records. Others are more relaxed. Furthermore, most organisations have 
rules about corporate governance. There may be non-executive direc-
tors whose explicit task it is to ‘keep an eye on’ maverick leaders and 
their decisions. There also may be rules about reports and statements 
and shareholders meetings which make all sorts of procedures public. 
In short, the better the corporate governance the less chance a dark-side 
leader has to emerge. There is a great deal of literature which supports 
the idea that some environments inhibit and others almost encourage 
Hubris Syndrome.

5  Dark-Side Traits

Psychologists are interested in personality traits; psychiatrists in person-
ality disorders. Psychologists interested in personality have made great 
strides in describing, classifying and explaining the mechanisms and 
processes in normal personality functioning. Psychiatrists also talk about 
personality functioning. They talk about personality disorders that are 
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typified by early onset (recognisable in children and adolescents), perva-
sive effects and relatively poor prognosis, and are difficult to cure. Both 
argue that the personality factors relate to how people think, feel and 
act. They are where a person’s behaviour deviates markedly from the 
expectations of the culture in which the disorder is manifested. A psy-
chiatric approach makes it very clear that behaviour is not simply an 
expression of habits, customs, religious or political values professed or 
shown by a people of particular cultural origin.

Over the years psychiatrists have made great strides in clarifying and 
specifying diagnostic criteria for personality disorders and these can 
be found in the various Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM). This has changed over the years and it is now in 
its fifth edition. Some personality disorders (e.g. ‘passive aggressive’) 
have been removed. Psychiatrists and psychologists share some simple 
assumptions with respect to personality. Both argue for the stability of 
personality. The DSM criteria talk of an ‘enduring pattern’, ‘inflexible 
and pervasive’ ‘stable and of long duration’. The pattern of behaviour 
is not a function of drug usage or some other medical condition. The 
personality pattern furthermore is not a manifestation or consequence 
of another mental disorder.

The DSM manuals note that personality disorders all have a long his-
tory and have an onset no later than early adulthood. Moreover there 
are some gender differences: thus the anti-social disorder is more likely 
to be diagnosed in men while the borderline, histrionic and dependent 
personalities are more likely to be found in women. The manuals go to 
great lengths to point out that some of the personality disorders look 
like other disorders, such as anxiety, mood, psychotic, and substance-
related states, but have unique features. The essence of the argument is 
that personality disorders must be distinguished from personality traits 
that do not reach the threshold for a Personality Disorder. ‘Personality 
traits are diagnosed as a Personality Disorder only when they are inflexi-
ble, maladaptive, and persisting and cause significant functional impair-
ment or subjective distress’ (p. 633).

One of the most important ways to differentiate personal style from 
personality disorder is flexibility. There are lots of difficult people at 
work but relatively few whose rigid, maladaptive behaviours mean they 
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continually have disruptive, troubled lives. It is their inflexible, repeti-
tive, poor stress-coping responses that are marks of a formal disorder.

Personality disorders influence the sense of self—the way people 
think and feel about themselves and how other people see them. The 
disorders often also powerfully influence interpersonal relations at work. 
They reveal themselves in how people “complete tasks, take and/or give 
orders, make decisions, plan, handle external and internal demands, 
take or give criticism, obey rules, take and delegate responsibility, and 
co-operate with people” (Oldham and Morris 1991, p. 24). The anti-
social, obsessive compulsive, passive-aggressive and dependent types are 
particularly problematic in the work place. People with personality dis-
orders have difficulty expressing and understanding emotions. It is the 
intensity with which they express them and their variability that makes 
them odd. More importantly they often have serious problems with 
self-control.

Perhaps the greatest progress in this area occurred when the Hogans 
developed the Hogan Development Survey, HDS (Hogan and Hogan 
1997). Their idea was to use the categories of the Personality Disorders 
but to conceive of ‘dark-side’ tendencies rather than disorders. The test 
now widely used contains 168 true/false items that assess dysfunctional 
interpersonal themes. These dysfunctional dispositions reflect the dis-
torted beliefs about others, which emerge when people encounter stress 
or stop considering how their actions affect others. Over time, these 
dispositions may become associated with a person’s reputation and can 
impede job performance and career success. The HDS is not a medi-
cal or clinical assessment. It does not measure personality disorders, 
which are manifestations of mental disorder. Instead, the HDS assesses 
self-defeating expressions of normal personality. The DSM V makes this 
same distinction between behavioral traits and disorders—self-defeating 
behaviours, such as those predicted by the HDS, come and go depend-
ing on the context. In contrast, personality disorders are enduring and 
pervasive across contexts. The overlap between the terms used in DSM 
and the Hogan classification, and the categories proposed by Horney, 
are illustrated in Tables 1 and 2.

There is now a growing research base using the HDS and inves-
tigating dark-side factors at work (Furnham and Trickey 2011). 
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Many note the paradox that whilst dark-side traits may help manag-
ers up the greasy pole of management they do, in the end derail peo-
ple. Thus Furnham et al. (2013) found that Bold, Mischievous and 
Colourful (Narcissistic, Psychopathic and Histrionic) (Moving Against ) 
types tended to get more quickly promoted than others. Another 
study found those who scored high on Sales Potential scored high on 
Mischievious, Colourful and Imaginative; while managerial poten-
tial was associated with high scores on Bold, Imaginative and Diligent 
(Furnham et al. 2012).

There is certainly evidence that a person’s dark-side profile relates, 
independently of their skills and values, to the jobs they are attracted 
to and thrive in. Some studies have looked at those who are attracted 
to the private vs the public sector (Furnham et al. 2014). The pattern 
is predictable: those in the public sector tend to score highly on Moving 
Away (Sceptical, Reserved) and Moving Toward (Diligent, Dutiful) but 
lower on Moving Against (Bold, Mischievous, Colourful) than those in 
the private sector.

There have been some interesting, small scale studies, in this area. 
One of the very first papers in this area was by Moscoso and Salgado 
(2004) who tested 85 Spanish adults on a Dysfunctional Personality 
Style questionnaire. They were rated by their supervisors eight months 
into the job on issues like quality of performance, learning ability, sup-
port for colleagues, rules accomplishment, effort, initiative and global 
performance. These ratings were combined into three scores. Two obser-
vations can be made. First, nearly all the correlations were negative 
indicating the higher one scored on the dark-side factors the lower the 
performance. Second, the correlations were modest though a third were 
around r = 0.30. Some dark-side factors like Passive-Aggressive and 
Schizotypal were much more clearly correlated with job performance 
than others (Borderline and Histrionic). Another study looked at 117 
New Zealand CEOs and the relationship between their dark side and 
leadership. They found a number of significant correlations: those who 
were rated high on transformational leadership tended to be low of the 
Cautious and Reserved but high on the Colourful scale; being Bold was 
associated with Inspirational Motivation, which they argued was the 
result of dramatisation of issues used by those with charisma.
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Another study looked at the dark-side correlates of innovation. 
Zibarrass et al. (2008) looked at dark-side correlates of motivation to 
change (persistence and ambition), challenging behaviour (risk-taking 
and non-conformity); adaptation (evolution not revolution) and con-
sistency of work styles (methodological and systyenatic). They found 
that Cautious people scored low on everything but that four dark-side 
traits (Arrogant/Bold; Manipulative/Mischievous; Dramatic/Colourful; 
Eccentric/Imaginative) were positively associated with the first two 
measures that were both linked to innovation, but negatively related to 
the last two which were not. Their conclusion from further analysis was 
that people who score high on the Moving Against cluster tend to be 
more innovative.

In a much bigger study, Carson et al. (2012) looked at 1796 mem-
bers of a global retail organisation. They were particularly interested in 
how two of the higher order dark-side factors, namely Moving Against 
and Moving Away, related to such things as job tenure, being fired and 
leaving the organisation. The results showed, as predicted, that those 
managers with dysfunctional Moving Against tendencies were more 
likely to leave, after either being fired or quitting.

One central question is when, why and how (or if ) Dark Side traits 
are associated with leadership. Many have made the point that “moder-
ate” scores on the Dark Side Traits tend to be associated with leader-
ship success while extreme scores predict failure and derailment (Kaiser 
et al. 2014). Thus extremes were related to Enabling, Strategic and 
Operational leadership. The Moving Against leaders are therefore good 
at making bold moves, setting direction and supporting innovation but 
weak at monitoring performance, focusing resources and getting the 
details right. There is a cost benefit analysis with dark-side traits.

In an important meta-analysis Gaddis and Foster (2013) looked 
at the relationship between the dark-side factors and eight manage-
rial behaviours including trustworthiness, work attitudes, leading oth-
ers, decision making and problem solving, achievement orientation, 
dependability, adaptability/flexibility and interpersonal skills.

Spain et al. (2013) did a good job summarising the Dark Side traits 
at work. These are some of the findings: (Table 3)
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Debates over the personality disorders continue. However, what has 
been most useful is the observation that underlying all the personality 
disorders are a very limited number of issues. The first is the ability to 
initiate and maintain healthy, happy, productive and long term relation-
ships both inside and outside the workplace. Given that leadership and 
management is a “contact sport” it seems clear why that is so important. 
The second issue concerns self-awareness. It is self-evident that people 
do better if they are aware of their strengths and limitations; how and 
when they “buckle” under stress, and what sort of situations help and 
hinder their work.

6  Conclusion

It is not until recently that it has been recognised how many leaders 
fail and derail. As a consequence there is now an academic literature on 
the topic. One, but only one, factor that is often implicated in this is 
hubris. There are perhaps three important “take home messages” from 

Table 3 Summary of Dark Traits at work

Job performance There is a negative relationship for 
most traits

Citizenship behaviour With few exceptions (Dependent 
Personality) dark-side traits are asso-
ciated with low communal, citizen-
ship behaviour

Counterproductive behaviour at work This is positively related to many traits
Creative performance There is often a positive relationship 

though the relationship is non-linear
Training Many dark-side traits are associated 

with overconfidence but low learn-
ing and development

Interviewing Many dark-side traits are associated 
with interviewing success

Leadership They can play a role in both success 
and failure

Managerial derailment There are many cases of this
Abusive supervision This is clearly linked to callous, mali-

cious and destructive traits
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this literature. The first is the paradox that a person’s dark-side pro-
file often explains in part how, when and why they climbed the greasy 
pole of management life but also how they slipped down it so dramati-
cally and (for many people) quite unpredictably. Second, there are four 
“dark-side” traits called Cluster B or Moving Against People that are usu-
ally responsible for the failure and derailment. Third, this understanding 
of the causes of derailment can be used profitably in both selection and 
coaching.

The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not 
necessarily represent those of the UK Ministry of Defence or any other 
department of Her Britannic Majesty’s Government of the United 
Kingdom. Furthermore such views should not be considered as constitut-
ing an official endorsement of factual accuracy, opinion, conclusion or rec-
ommendation of the UK Ministry of Defence or any other department of 
Her Britannic Majesty’s Government of the United Kingdom.

© Crown Copyright 2015
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1  Introduction

In 2011, consternation and concern were expressed in America and 
more widely when John Steele published his two-year study into Toxic 
Leadership. The report found that the vast majority, 83% of the 22,000 
people surveyed, had worked for an over-controlling and inhibitive 
leader (Steele 2011). In the same survey, 61% when asked thought that 
negative and toxic leaders were a serious problem within the American 
military. At first glance, British Armed Forces do not appear to have 
the same problem with toxic or negative leadership. Yet a leadership 
questionnaire conducted amongst 311 newly-promoted Army majors 
found that 90% of respondents had observed personnel displaying 
‘toxic leadership’ traits in one or more rank (Hart 2015). In the United 
Kingdom, under the glare of constant media attention and politi-
cal pressure, we choose to learn from others since the British military 
prefers to address uncomfortable issues behind closed doors (Knight 
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2014). When asked similar questions, it is a very British and intuitional 
response to remain silent. The spectre of toxic leadership is one such 
apparition that the British military acknowledges, but chooses to cur-
rently do very little about. Yet, every time there is a scandal, failing or 
a fault, the military’s leadership and culture are brought into question: 
Royal Marine ‘A’, Sergeant Alexander Blackman. The British military 
exists to defend the nation and serve its interests. It expects the highest 
standards of moral and ethical behaviour. In order to achieve this, the 
military demands the highest standards of professionalism, individual 
behaviour and self-discipline, when on operations and whilst off duty. 
“The expectation is neither fair nor unfair; it is a simple fact of the pro-
fession” (Departments of Defense 1988). These qualities underpin the 
military’s values and standards and its ethos, the same values and stand-
ards that toxic leadership and other forms of negative and destructive 
leaders undermine.

Individuals from all sections of society, including the military, are 
increasingly using the term toxic to define things that are generally 
negative, poor, underperforming, or unwanted. The misuse of the word 
toxic often devalues its meaning and divorces it from its origins, per-
taining to poison. The same is true for the term ‘toxic leader’ which, 
since its inception, has become a label or tag liberally given to those in 
positions of authority, often without due consideration or thought. The 
problem with this is that labels are definitive, but the ‘phrase’ toxic lead-
ership is not. For the purposes of this paper, the term toxic leadership is 
used in relation to individuals who harm others to enhance themselves 
and by dint of their destructive behaviour and dysfunctional personal 
qualities generate a serious poisonous effect (Lipman-Blumen 2005). 
This paper identifies the two defining characteristics of toxic leader-
ship to be; the poisonous relationship that a toxic leader has with their 
subordinates; and that the toxic leader’s underlying motivation is gen-
erated through self-interest. Recognising this, the paper concludes that 
the concept of toxic leadership will remain poorly defined and open to 
individual interpretation. This is very similar to the challenge of defin-
ing ‘good leadership’.
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This study does not attempt to distinguish between bad, dysfunc-
tional, negative, destructive, or other malign leadership types or styles. 
By conducting a comprehensive overview of the literature relating to 
toxic and other negative leadership theories, facilitated by consultation 
with staff and faculty from: Army Headquarters; Centre for Defence 
Management and Leadership; Royal Military Academy Sandhurst; 
General Dynamics; Northrop Grumman; QinetiQ; and Serco, this 
paper will start by providing a thorough understanding of the concept 
of toxic leadership. As bad leadership in itself is not a new phenome-
non, this paper will look at the origin and evolution of the term ‘toxic 
leadership’ before looking at its three key domains and the interdepend-
encies between the leader, their followers and the environment. Having 
determined the principal characteristics of toxic leadership this paper 
will then conduct an analysis of the military’s construct to identify how 
and why toxic leaders can succeed and even be seen to be exonerated or 
encouraged within the military environment. In doing so the paper will 
demonstrate that the military has its own unique toxic triangle between 
the leader, subordinates and the environment. Having identified insti-
tutional and structural flaws in this relationship, the paper will then 
propose that tools such as the 360-degree assessments can improve lead-
ership development. It will finish by concluding that toxic leadership 
and other negative leadership types can only be addressed by the mili-
tary’s senior leadership, and if this issue is not seen to be addressed, it is 
highly likely that it will continue to erode and undermine the military’s 
values and standards.

2  Understanding Toxic Leadership

Toxic Leadership is a pejorative term, loaded with negative connotations 
which are commonly associated with poor, bad, inefficient or destruc-
tive leadership traits. The phrase ‘toxic leadership’ is an oxymoron, since 
leadership by its own and numerous definitions is regarded as a positive 
force. For example, in the British Army leadership is seen to “underpin 
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the moral component, the human element of fighting power” (Royal 
Military Academy Sandhurst (RMAS), 2012). The concept of toxic 
leadership was first expressed by Marcia Lynn Whicker who identi-
fied 3 types of ‘toxic leader’: The Enforcer (consensus leadership style), 
who seeks consensus with the leaders to whom they report; The Street 
Fighter (co-ordination leadership style), often egotistical and charis-
matic; and The Bully (command leadership style) with a pugnacious 
approach to others. Ultimately Whicker saw toxic leaders as “leaders 
that are maladjusted, malcontent and often malevolent, even malicious” 
(Whicker 1996). The notion of bullying leaders and the concept of 
the narcissistic or callous boss was not new at this time, but Whicker 
focussed on explaining the damage that the toxic leader did to an organ-
isation, its culture, its people and ultimately its output or profit. She 
also recognised toxic leaders as seeking to suppress and exploit those 
under their control for their own gain. Understating her findings, she 
described them as “the antithesis of trustworthy leaders” (p. 26). It is 
important to note that from the term’s origin, toxic leadership was seen 
as a phenomenon that goes beyond a simple failure to apply good lead-
ership, but rather a deliberate act of using leadership negatively.

Since its inception, the term ‘toxic leader’ has been used loosely, 
particularly by the business, leadership and management sector. Its 
use therefore appears to move in and out of fashion, trending with 
the issues or language of the day. As a result, most commentators have 
tended to use the term as a general description, failing to grasp the poi-
sonous or corrosive nature of this anti or negative leadership style. This 
has not been helped by the military’s early attempts to understand the 
concept. Col George Reed, United States Army, was one of the first to 
write on the phenomenon of toxic leadership within the military, writ-
ing in 2004. He saw three key elements of the “toxic leader syndrome” 
which complemented Whicker’s ideas, namely: a lack of concern for 
subordinates; personality traits that negatively affect the organisation; 
and a perception that the toxic leader is primarily motivated by self-
interest (Reed 2004). Regrettably, some of the reviews and papers that 
followed misunderstood the subtleties of toxic leadership and sought to 
add or compile additional negative leadership traits to the term. One 
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of the most influential was Colonel Denise Williams’ 2005 research 
paper on Toxic Leadership in the U.S. Army, which amassed, or rather 
listed, eighteen characteristics and types of leader and attributed them 
to a scale of toxic leadership from the subtle to the corrosive. Williams’ 
paper was heavily influenced by Barbara Kellerman’s 2004 book on Bad 
Leadership, though Kellerman does not attribute these bad leadership 
types to toxic leadership as she does not use the term. As a result, this 
has helped give rise to the notion of a spectrum or continuum of toxic-
ity also espoused by Dr. Alan Goldman (2009) (Fig. 1).

As can be seen from the military’s initial attempts to define 
toxic leadership, like the term leadership in general, it is easier to 
describe than define and its meaning is often subjective (Reed 2004). 
Throughout the literature, papers and reports, common descriptions 
include: bad leadership; bully; tyrant; oppressive; self-interested; une-
motional; aggressive; harassing leadership style; closed; uncompromis-
ing; ungrateful; and that bastard (or worse). Most descriptions have a 

Fig. 1 Colonel Denise Williams’ spectrum of leadership characteristics and types
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propensity to highlight toxic leaders as self-absorbed and self-promoting 
individuals who put their own personal goals ahead of the organisa-
tion, and suppress or undermine their subordinates (Hinds and Steele 
2012). Goldman (2009) complements this by defining toxic leaders 
as “inwardly motivated, inherently destructive, and violate the legiti-
mate interests of the organization”. At the time of this paper’s original 
publication, only the US Army had formally sought to define Toxic 
Leadership in Army Doctrine Publication 6-22, recognising it as a type of 
negative leadership:

Toxic leadership is a combination of self-centred attitudes, motivations, 
and behaviours that have adverse effects on subordinates, the organiza-
tion, and mission performance. This leader lacks concern for others and 
the climate of the organization, which leads to short- and long-term nega-
tive effects. The toxic leader operates with an inflated sense of self-worth 
and from acute self-interest. Toxic leaders consistently use dysfunctional 
behaviours to deceive, intimidate, coerce, or unfairly punish others to get 
what they want for themselves. (Army, U.S., 2012)

Since the paper’s original release in 2015, it has helped stimulate debate 
across the Ministry of Defence and has informed the British Army’s 
2016 Army Leadership Doctrine that describes toxic leadership as:

a combination of selfish attitudes, motivations, and behaviours that have 
adverse effects on both subordinates and the organisation. The toxic 
leader lacks emotional intelligence and has little concern for others, acting 
only in self-interest. Toxic leaders make maximum use of their positional 
power and will often employ dysfunctional behaviours to deceive, intimi-
date and coerce people to work for them. Toxic leaders may achieve the 
task in the short term, but fail to develop individuals and build strong 
teams. (Army, 2016)

From these definitions and descriptions it is possible to conceptualise 
toxic leaders as individuals with a series of psychological character traits 
rather than just a set leadership style that fits neatly into a preordained 
list of abnormal or negative leadership behaviours.
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Many scholars and psychologists have studied the psychology of 
leadership, though their findings are often contradictory. For instance, 
Walter Mischel in Personality and Assessment (1968) argues that behav-
iour is determined by “situational factors” rather than the variables 
within an individual’s basic personality core. This is contrary to Donald 
Hambrick and Phyllis Mason (1984), who use strategic leadership the-
ory and agency theory to conclude that personality, beliefs and values 
ultimately shape how leaders react and conduct themselves within a 
group in any given situation. Whilst most literature focuses on ‘good’ 
leadership and seeks the elixir of leadership, there are a growing num-
ber of studies into destructive and negative leadership. Noting the self-
interest and motivational factors outlined in the definitions above, there 
is an obvious synergy between toxic leadership and the “dark triad” of 
narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy (McHoskey et al. 1998). 
Whilst the three conditions are considered as socially undesirable, 
depending on the scale of psychosis, some of the character traits exhib-
ited can and are considered as desirable within a military and western 
business construct.

Narcissistic leaders can be charming, enigmatic and alluring to sen-
iors because they are risk takers; they can be seen to think outside the 
box and are driven to achieve results (Doty and Fenlason 2013). Yet for 
those that work for them, they appear vain, manipulative, self-focussed, 
lack empathy and can be quick to disregard and undermine others  
(p. 56). Machiavellianism refers to interpersonal behaviour that advo-
cates deception and manipulation for an individual’s self-interest 
(Jakobwitz and Egan 2006). Again, these leaders through their cyni-
cal calculations may appear as good leaders to their hierarchy, but they 
can be considered to be amoral and loathed by their subordinates. 
Psychopaths, for all their anti-social behaviours, can be selfish and con-
trived, with superficial charm and exploitative, which again can be hid-
den from a toxic leader’s superiors (Furtner et al. 2011). To a follower 
they may be emotionally shallow, cold, calculating, lack empathy and 
fail to take responsibility for their own actions (p. 371). Of the three, 
particular attention has been paid to the narcissistic leader since it is cal-
culated that an increasing number of “strategic leaders” have this patho-
logical disposition (Maccoby 2004).
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It is recognised through historical leadership analysis that leaders can 
enhance their power, or have power thrust upon them, during times of 
crisis, upheaval or change (Padilla et al. 2007); and that personality is 
considered to be around three times more powerful than intelligence 
in determining leadership emergence (Pendleton and Furnham 2012). 
Leaders with narcissistic tendencies will naturally appear more appealing 
given their charisma, self-belief and focussed determination. Historical 
figures such as Napoleon Bonaparte, Winston Churchill and Franklin 
D Roosevelt are now considered to have had strong narcissistic tenden-
cies (Maccoby 2004). Military figures such as Generals Montgomery, 
Patton and MacArthur are also believed to have had strong narcissistic 
traits (Campbell-Colquhoun 2006). Contemporary examples of highly 
narcissistic leaders may include Steve Jobs, Bill Gates and Jack Welch 
(Maccoby 2004). Noting the extraordinary success of these individu-
als, there is much debate, particularly in the business sector, regarding 
the positive attributes of narcissistic leaders. A key tenet in much of the 
literature on these leaders is that they can either be highly construc-
tive or reactive (generally destructive) in relation to their organisations. 
Sigmund Freud concluded that all humans are a combination of three 
personal types; erotic, obsessive and narcissistic (Freud 2011). Despite 
our innermost desires, it is clear from the literature that there is no 
‘optimum solution’ in harnessing the good and alleviating or control-
ling the negative aspects of narcissists. Whilst covered above in outline, 
it is worth reiterating some of the narcissists’ flaws since they correlate 
with many of those associated with toxic leaders. Reactive narcissistic 
leaders are seen as: emotionally cold; self-interested; envious; disdain-
ful to subordinates; volatile; do not listen; bullies and abusive; addicted 
to control; seek power; distrusts others; risk cavalier; attacks those who 
question or criticize; prefers unquestioning loyalty; overworks and 
under praises staff (Boyett 2006). Despite these obvious flaws, many 
companies are willing to overlook the cost of negative leaders since 
many of these are either long term or hidden costs as they primarily hit 
the human or moral component, making them harder to quantify. It 
has led some observers to speculate that narcissism is virtually a require-
ment to become the head of a large company in today’s economic 
 climate (Weiss 2006).
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In order to better understand toxic leadership, consideration should 
therefore be given to an individual’s psychological state and profile. 
Many companies now use the Five Factor Model1 to analyse personal-
ity and leadership traits during the evaluation and recruitment of senior 
management and leadership positions (Pendleton and Furnham 2012). 
Recognition must also be given to the fact that most ‘successful’ toxic 
leaders will appear charismatic and have a predisposition and willing-
ness to work long hours with vigour in the pursuit of self-promotion, 
generated by their need for power (Padilla et al. 2007). These outward 
characteristics are generally regarded as highly desirable, as will the toxic 
leader’s apparent ability to lead as part of a group, generating positive 
military or business outcomes over a limited time period. It is however 
the flawed and poisonous relationship that a toxic leader has with their 
subordinates that distinguishes them from other negative or destructive 
leadership types. This has led many writers and commentators to con-
clude that the toxic leader also lacks emotional intelligence.

Emotional Intelligence is the ability to monitor and understand your 
own and others’ emotions and use this information effectively in per-
sonal, social, and survival aspects of intelligence (Sewell 2011). Daniel 
Goleman in his popular book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter 
More than IQ (2006), identified five domains or levels of emotional 
intelligence: knowing one’s own emotions; managing your own emo-
tions appropriately; self-motivation; recognising emotions in others; 
and handling relations. Goleman through his studies identified the fact 
that high IQ males tend to be ambitious and productive, but also criti-
cal, condescending and fastidious. Whilst high IQ males are not neces-
sarily toxic, they can appear emotionally bland and cold; again a label 
often associated with toxic leaders. Taking the simplicity of John Adair’s 
leadership model comprising team, task and individual, it is seen that 
leaders with effective emotional intelligence will recognise and empa-
thise with their people as required and build successful teams around 
any given task (Adair 1993). In doing so they generally encourage and 
value diversity, network effectively, and welcome constructive dissent 
rather than destructive consent (Goleman 2006). Emotional sensitivity 
and effective understanding between self, people, managers and leaders 
is now a key tenet within a number of business and industry leadership 
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models (Serco 2014). The idea of the corporate, hierarchical, manipu-
lative and ‘jungle fighting’ boss largely disappeared from the business 
sector in the 1980s, in part due to the pressures of globalisation and 
information technology as well as changes in the workforce’s needs 
(Goleman 2006). However, the military is still a patriarchal and hier-
archical institution that naturally desires strong leadership, particularly 
at the tactical and operational level (Popper 1996). This wish for strong 
leadership should not be conflated or confused with the appeal of the 
toxic leader. It is important to note that whilst the toxic leader might 
appear strong, they cannot operate unless they are empowered. In order 
to do this, the culture or environment in which they operate must facili-
tate or allow toxic leadership to exist, and the leader must have follow-
ers, willing or otherwise (Fig. 2).

Whilst most studies tend to focus on the leader, it is recognised 
that the role of the follower is no less important in the leadership pro-
cess. Kellerman (2004) distinguishes between two follower types, the 
“bystander” and the acolyte or “true believer”. Lipman-Blumen in her 
book The Allure of Toxic Leaders (2006) identifies three types of follower: 
the benign follower; the leader’s entourage; and the malevolent follower. 
For the purposes of this paper followers will be referred to as conform-
ers who comply, and colluders that actively participate with the toxic 
leader. Lipman-Blumen goes on to identify six underlying psychological 

Fig. 2 The toxic triangle: Elements in the three domains related to toxic leader-
ship (adapted from Padilla et al. 2007)
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factors that make conformers seek and accept toxic leaders. These are: 
the need for an authority figure; the desire for security and certainty; 
the need to feel special; to be part of a community; a fear of ostracism 
or isolation; and a fear of powerlessness to challenge (Lipman-Blumen 
2005). As Whicker points out in her original book, the toxic leader 
will fulfil a follower’s basic psychological, safety and belonging needs 
as advocated in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Whicker 1996). Sigmund 
Freud would label individuals who blindly conform to authority as psy-
chologically immature as he observed that the prime function of the ego 
is self-preservation (Storr 1989). Stanley Milgram in his obedience stud-
ies found that within a hierarchal structure there is a natural obedience 
to authority which leads to a level of social conformity (Milgram 2010). 
This conformity can lead to a homogenisation or acceptance of norms 
which can influence a person to adopt the behaviour of their peers and 
can lead some to imitate higher-status individuals (p. 116). Some fol-
lowers (colluders) will as a result of this willingly comply and accept 
toxic leadership. Their motivation is most likely self-advancement, 
though some will associate with the toxic leader’s behavioural norms 
making them more susceptible to become negative leaders themselves in 
the future, particularly if they also succeed in this guise. If toxic leaders 
are ‘free’ to operate, and if they can convince others directly or indi-
rectly that their behaviour is acceptable, it would suggest that there is 
likely to also be a problem within an organisation’s environment and 
underlying culture.

Culture is “essentially attitudes and values and their expressions or 
embodiments in performance… which [also] reveals itself in a pat-
tern of social relationship characteristics” (Burke 1987). Organisational 
culture is a dynamic phenomenon that determines human thinking 
about behaviour and influences us in a variety of ways (Schein 2010). 
It is intrinsically linked to the intangible of leadership since it regulates 
our behaviour, informs and rationalises group or organisational values, 
and informs our underlying unconscious beliefs that we often take for 
granted (p. 24). Once set, culture determines the criteria for leadership 
and inadvertently directs who will and will not be a leader. Yet it is the 
senior or strategic leader’s role to identify dysfunctional or unwanted 
cultural elements and change them as part of an evolutionary and 
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survivalist process (p. 22). However, it is a logical proposition to assume 
that all legitimate companies, organisations and institutions have some 
form of legal, moral and self or business interest in the well-being of 
their employees. Most companies would therefore consider themselves 
to be ethical within their own society’s socially acceptable norms. It 
would seem contrary to intuition or common-sense then that many 
companies continue to employ and promote leaders who are considered 
as toxic. Goldman observes that most toxic leaders are “embedded in 
a dysfunctional organisation housing deviance, poor policies, avoidance 
behaviour, and a negative approach to social intelligence, team build-
ing and collaboration” (Goldman 2009). This can be attributed to 
three environmental and cultural factors. The first, as outlined above, 
is that a toxic leader can be manipulative and appear highly desirable 
to senior leadership (Lubit 2003). Secondly, this would indicate that 
the  organisation has failed to apply appropriate checks and balances 
that can lead to institutionalisation, as a toxic leader may subvert struc-
tures and processes for his or her own gain (Lipman-Blumen 2006).  
Thirdly, this will be as a result of senior leadership failing to understand 
the cost and potential for toxic leadership to exist within their organisa-
tion. At best, this might be due to ignorance, at worst an organisation’s 
senior leadership may suffer from a conspiracy of optimism and denial 
(Padilla et al. 2007).

Before concluding this section it is worth considering some of the 
cost disbenefits that can be connected with toxic leadership. Writers 
such as Lipman-Blumen, Goldman and Wicker conclude that toxic 
leaders generally come with long-term costs that should be weighed 
against any perceived short term gains. A toxic leader is seen to affect 
an employee’s loyalty, motivation, health, happiness and productiv-
ity (Goldman 2009). If unresolved this will eventually have a negative 
impact on organisational growth and output, which harms profit and 
other benefits (Whicker 1996). Toxic leaders therefore undermine the 
trust agenda between and leader and follower, and the organisation 
and its employees. Whilst there is no hard statistical evidence about 
the cost of toxic leadership, the United Kingdom Government’s Health 
and Safety Executive annual report into stress-related disorders provides 
some macro-level insight. Their 2014 report states that defence, along 
with education, health and social work, has the highest prevalence of 
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work-related stress with 2030 cases per 100,000 people. From these fig-
ures it can be calculated that the Ministry of Defence continues to lose 
over 110,000 days a year to work-related stress. Whilst there are many 
variables that contribute towards stress, the data attributes failures in 
interpersonal relationships as the second highest contributory factor 
(Health and Safety Executive 2014). This includes causes such as bul-
lying and harassment, attributes commonly associated with, though 
not exclusive to, toxic leaders. Worse still, some studies in America 
have identified toxic leadership as a contributing factor in a number 
of suicides within the military (Zwerdling 2014) and in other areas of 
employment such as nursing (Roter 2011). In comparison, open-ver-
dict suicides within the British military are currently below the national 
average, and toxic leadership has yet to be considered as a contributory 
factor (Ministry of Defence (MoD) 2014). Whilst this highlights a tan-
gible cost, there are many softer costs that can also be attributed to toxic 
leaders.

The greatest hidden cost that a toxic leader generates is the psycho-
logical and mental stress they place their subordinates under (Lipman-
Blumen 2006). This, despite the figures for days off due to stress given 
above, is considered to be just the tip of the iceberg, yet it remains 
immeasurable (Kusy and Holloway 2009). Factors such as an employ-
ee’s loyalty to the organisation and their co-workers, their resilience to 
a toxic leader’s demands, and their future employment prospects will 
affect how they respond (Kirke 2009). In theory, just as good leader-
ship is seen as a positive retention factor, so toxic leadership could be 
seen to have a negative one. However, there remains insufficient record-
ing within large-scale institutions since companies accept, expect and 
require an inflow and outflow of personnel from their workforce (Reed 
2004). In the case of United Kingdom Armed Forces personnel, the 
annual Armed Forces Continuous Attitude Survey (2015) continues to 
highlight that the principal reason for people leaving is the impact of 
the Service on family and personal life. The survey also states that 72% 
of personnel believe they are fairly treated, with 13% stating they have 
been subjected to bullying, harassment or discrimination (MoD 2015a). 
This additional cost therefore sits within accepted organisational toler-
ance levels and will only be addressed when retention becomes a critical 
issue.
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Perhaps the most dangerous potential cost associated with toxic 
leadership is emulation (Reed 2004). Whilst it is widely reported that 
toxic leaders lack the empathy or patience to mentor others (Maccoby 
2004), they are prone to building their own closed groups and networks 
to avoid external scrutiny (Padilla et al. 2007). This would suggest 
that toxic leaders are unlikely to promote diversity within their teams, 
instead preferring to surround themselves with yes-men (Maccoby 
2004). Further to this, it is seen that when members of an organisation 
are made to conform, the need for interaction is reduced and the oppor-
tunity for genuine new insights is dramatically decreased (Paparone 
et al. 2008). Depending on the deliverables, image and reputation of 
the organisation, this may in turn attract negative press. Whilst the 
examples of leaders considered to be narcissistic such as Steve Jobs and 
Bill Gates may imply that leaders who pose characteristics of toxicity 
can be innovative and pioneering, this is rarely the case. Toxic lead-
ers are generally regarded as poor listeners and authoritarian in nature 
(Lipman-Blumen 2006). Whilst they may be brilliant in driving a team 
to deliver set objectives, “organisationally negative they oppress mem-
bers of a formed body of people, reducing their effectiveness” (Kirke 
2007). Ultimately a toxic leader lacks respect for their subordinates 
which in turn will undermine the cultural ethos of an organisation. It 
therefore cultivates a selfish and undesirable culture where individuals 
are more prone to act in their own self-interest rather than those of their 
followers and the organisation they represent.

In this section on understanding toxic leadership it is possible to see 
that there are many definitions and attributes associated with the term. 
Most academics, writers and even the embryonic military definitions 
agree that the two defining characteristics of toxic leadership are; the 
poisonous relationship that a toxic leader has with their subordinates; 
and that the toxic leader’s underlying motivation is generated through 
self-interest. A strong, demanding and decisive leader is not necessary 
toxic, just as a quiet and considered leader can be. The difficulty as 
observed by Lipman-Blumen is that “an individual leader may be toxic 
in some situations and not in others… Moreover, different toxic leaders 
display varying kinds and degrees of toxicity” (Lipman-Blumen 2005). 
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This in turn can lead the definition and understanding of toxic leader-
ship to be open to personal interpretation, and has led the term’s use 
to become general, rather than specific. From this it is concluded that 
the concept of toxic leadership will, for the foreseeable future, remain 
poorly defined. Whatever definition is used it is true that:

Toxic leaders generally leave us worse off than they found us. The intent 
to harm others or to enhance themselves at the expense of others dis-
tinguishes serious toxic leaders or unintentional toxic leaders, who may 
cause significant negative fallout. (Riggio et al. 2008)

It is apparent that an individual’s personality, including level of emo-
tional intelligence and psychological predisposition may help explain 
a toxic leader’s behaviour and underlying motives. Ultimately though, 
toxic leadership is not just about the leader, it is as much about the 
organisations they operate in, their underlying cultures and values, and 
the relationship that these leaders have with their subordinates or fol-
lowers. This dynamic will now be explored in the next section, to better 
understand why the military is susceptible to toxic leaders.

3  Why Does Toxic Leadership Reside in the 
Military?

In the military, leaders are responsible for everything that occurs within 
their command, even tasks that are delegated and undertaken out of 
sight. “The decisions and actions of leaders resonate and through their 
behaviours they set the climate and the moral framework for their 
organisation.” (RMAS 2012) The military leader has to be capable of 
handling volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous situations; using 
inference, improvisation, divergent thinking, creativity and intuition 
to overcome adversary (Paparone et al. 2008). Many of the personal 
characteristics or traits that are considered to be essential for success in 
the most demanding operational environments can be conflated with 
the attributes of a toxic leader: confidence and arrogance; courage and 
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intimidation; selfless and selfish. The dilemma for the military is that 
toxic leaders also get results, and they are willing to sacrifice themselves 
and others to achieve them. As highlighted in the leadership question-
naire conducted by the Army majors, there are still many in the military 
who agree with the sentiment that toxic leadership is an acceptable price 
to pay to ensure future mission success (Hart 2015).

Major General Craig Orme of the Australian Army wrote in his find-
ings following a series of embarrassing high-profile incidents that dam-
aged the reputation of the Australian Defence Force that: “the risks of 
poor or toxic leadership are much greater in the military than they are 
in civilian organisations” (2011). This section will examine why this is 
the case and why the military are prone to toxic leaders. In doing so, 
it will highlight the relationship between the military leader, his or 
her subordinates, and a number of environmental and cultural fac-
tors that make up the military toxic triangle. Many of these elements 
are not unique to the military. What is different is the military’s pre-
disposition to place leadership and behaviours at the centre of every-
thing that it does. This is because the legitimate use of military force “is 
wholly unlike diplomacy or politics, because it is fought by men whose 
values and skills are not those of politicians or diplomats” (Keegan 
2004). Whilst war is considered to a be part of ‘normal human activ-
ity’ by many academics (Kilcullen 2013) it varies greatly in its nature, 
scale and task through a spectrum of conflict that is now no longer 
considered to be linear and is growing in complexity (United Kingdom 
Developments, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC), 2010). The 
need to engage followers to accomplish mission goals is critical for 
future success. The requirement for clearly understood and enacted mili-
tary values and standards is also vital, noting the impact that command-
ers at all levels have on culture, which requires leadership (Northouse 
2013). Throughout this chapter it is important to understand that mili-
tary leaders are a product of their environments (Aubrey 2012). Unlike 
other governmental departments and the private sector, the military 
does not hire in senior leaders, as their military responsibilities and 
duties are mostly, though not exclusively, unique. All militaries culti-
vate their leaders through the ranks and from officer academies. As such, 
each military institution takes personal responsibility and accountability 
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for the development and selection of its leaders, up to and including the 
highest positions. A perceived failure of leadership in any guise, toxic 
or otherwise, is therefore seen not only as an individual’s failing, but 
also a failure of the organisation that they represent and its values and 
standards.

The Ministry of Defence advocates numerous leadership method-
ologies and encourages attributes such as integrity, vision, communica-
tion, professional knowledge and humility (MoD 2014). A number of 
the leadership models such as the Trait Approach, Tannenbaum’s and 
Schmidt’s Continuum of Leadership, Belbin’s Team Leader Theory, 
and Bass’ Transformational Leadership Theory all stress the importance 
of values (Defence Academy of the United Kingdom, 2015). In the 
United Kingdom, these values and standards underpin the ethos and 
cultural identity of each Service. They, the Royal Navy, Army and Royal 
Air Force, are given the lead for setting their own values and stand-
ards, though there are broad similarities between all three. The Royal 
Navy’s values and standards are formally published in Book of Reference 
3. It states that individuals must accept and live by their values and 
that standards must be maintained at all times whether on operations, 
undertaking peacetime tasking or off duty. These values are encapsu-
lated in the Royal Navy’s ethos:

The enduring spirit derived from our people’s loyalty to their ship, unit 
or team sustained by high professional standards and strong leadership, 
that gives us courage in adversity and the determination to fight and win. 
(2014)

The Royal Navy’s core values comprise: commitment; courage; dis-
cipline; respect for others; integrity and loyalty; all bounded by the 
Service’s history, heritage and reputation (its culture) (p. 21C-3). 
Recognising the importance of emotional intelligence, the values and 
standards annex goes on to give specific direction to its leaders and 
those in positions of authority. At all times it talks of humility, team-
work, morale and the maintenance of good order. The British Army 
publishes a generic Values and Standards booklet that lists the Army’s 
values as: courage; discipline; respect for others; integrity; loyalty; and 
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selfless commitment (2012). It goes on to stipulate that behaviour must 
be appropriate, professional and lawful at all times (p. 11–14). This 
document talks repeatedly of the Army’s ethos, but declines to include 
it, unlike the other Services’ publications. The Army’s ethos is defined 
elsewhere as:

The spirit that inspires soldiers to fight. It derives from, and depends 
upon, the high degrees of commitment, self-sacrifice and mutual trust 
which, together, are essential for the maintenance of morale. (2010)

The Royal Air Force also publishes its Ethos, Core Values and Standards 
in a booklet. Like the Royal Navy, the Royal Air Force provides an ethos 
statement up front, stating that it aims “to deliver air power no mat-
ter the challenge or the environment” (2008). It goes on to encapsulate 
its values under four headings: respect; integrity; service; and excel-
lence. These are then broken down further into their constituent parts. 
All three Services highlight the role that an individual plays within his 
or her own organisation and the importance of teamwork. They all also 
subscribe to ‘the Service Test’ in which an individual of any rank or sta-
tus is judged against:

Have the actions or behaviour of an individual adversely impacted, or are 
they likely to impact, on the efficiency or operational effectiveness of the 
[Naval Service, Army, Royal Air Force]? (Royal Navy 2014)

In return, all three Services promise to value their personnel and to treat 
them with respect, dignity and compassion, all things which a toxic 
leader might willingly sacrifice for his or her own self-interest and gain. 
A toxic leader might appear to adhere to cultural norms and to enact 
social values and standards as required, but instead of serving to lead, 
they lead for self (Reed 2004). A toxic leader may also use these val-
ues and standards to judge and persecute others, to consolidate his or 
her control by undermining existing institutions and laws (Padilla et al. 
2007). Even within the most altruistic organisations, an organisation’s 
values and standards remain vulnerable to exploitation without credible 
checks and balances. One of the challenges facing the military is that 
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its values and standards are deliberately aligned to the military’s aggran-
dised history in order to provide context and precedence. In doing so it 
inflates the role of the strong and heroic leader, which can aid or be seen 
to justify the actions of a toxic leader (Jacobs 2014).

Heroic leadership is a model that “encourages conformity and adher-
ence rather than one that emphasises how leaders can lead others to lead 
themselves” (Manz and Sims 1991). It is also a model that many toxic 
leaders seek to construct for themselves (Padilla et al. 2007). Heroic 
leadership focuses power and responsibility upon a single accountable 
leader, empowering the leader to set their own objectives and goals, 
with only limited consideration for their followers (p. 179). For the 
model to work effectively it assumes that the leader has the wisdom, 
ability and integrity to perform in the organisation’s and followers’ 
interests (Cohen 2010). Due to the military’s hierarchical structure, role 
and lineage, many within the military accept and even encourage forms 
of heroic leadership (Chapman 2013). It is not uncommon to hear of 
hard and uncompromising officers who impose constraints upon their 
subordinates and deal harshly with those who fail to meet exacting 
standards. For it is seen that on the battlefield, leaders must have the 
strength of character and confidence to persevere against adversity, and 
if required put themselves and others in harm’s way. It has been identi-
fied many times that under the extremes of battle, “good leaders ena-
ble ordinary people to routinely accomplish the extraordinary” (Cohen 
1999). But this should not excuse a toxic leader, or allow them to bully 
and coerce others permanently, or mistakenly equate toxic leaders with 
strong or heroic leaders. The propensity for the military to tolerate this 
behaviour was identified by Charles Mosko in what he termed in the 
1970s as the “military’s genetic self-image as a specialist in violence, 
ready for combat” (Mosko 1977), and has been described latterly as the 
“warrior spirit” (Mosko 2001).

Whilst the military’s raison d’être is generally focussed on conducting 
high-intensity war fighting, today’s operations are “conducted amongst 
the people and civilian infrastructure and under the intense scrutiny of 
the media” (Carter 2013). Contemporary operations also tend to lack 
temporal parameters (Smith 2005) and the ethical dimension as in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, together with the increasing application of criminal 
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and human rights legislation, has re-affirmed the need for strong and 
well understood values and standards, particularly when operating 
under duress (Benest 2012). Yet toxic leaders can erode the values and 
standards that the military sees as vital to its success. This warrior or 
institutional military mindset goes some way towards explaining why 
25% of the Army majors surveyed believed that toxic leadership was 
acceptable if it meant mission success (Hart 2015). It also explains 
why some leaders who are known to exhibit certain negative leadership 
traits are allowed to do so, as the system expects a degree of friction. 
Unsurprisingly, as a hierarchical organisation, most of the military’s 
checks and balances are aligned to the chain of command, making 
it harder to identify and deal with toxic leaders. This is further com-
pounded by the military’s cultural deference to rank, its anti whistle-
blowing ethos, and the lack of a clear and independent arbitration 
process, which will be covered in the next section.

There is an old military dictum that states ‘rank has its privileges’. 
This holds true, as in most circumstances rank takes precedence, even 
where checks and balances are put in place. The rank system forms the 
backbone of the military’s structure since it defines an individual’s role 
and the degree of responsibility that they hold. “The rewards for those 
who are promoted are great and public… conferring authority, respect, 
privilege and prestige”, (Elliott 2015) not to mention salary and addi-
tional benefits. A toxic leader’s desire for power and affirmation incen-
tivises him or her to seek higher rank, but it also gives unquestionable 
authority over subordinates which they can exploit. The requirement for 
discipline, good order and obedience ironically makes the military more 
susceptible to toxic leaders. Whilst most modern Western armies have 
adopted the concept or a notion of ‘mission command’ that encourages 
centralised intent and decentralised execution (DCDC 2014) it is still 
considered an anathema to disobey an order, or deviate from a senior 
commander’s direction. Instructions, operating procedures and orders 
stipulate what is to be done within set boundaries, and this informs 
individual and group behaviours across all ranks (Kirke 2010). Most 
reports and returns as well as the notional military checks and balances 
that are put in place tend to complement the hierarchical structure, as 
they primarily flow up and down the chain of command. As such it is 
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seen that “hierarchy and bureaucracy are behavioural artefacts ingrained 
in the military culture” (Aubrey 2012).

On modelling the relationship between hierarchy and bureaucracy, 
Jean Tirole observed the deliberate manipulation of information as it 
passed up the chain of command as details were distorted, concealed, 
or not reported (1986). Tirole associated this behaviour within large 
organisations with the psychological desire for rewards and the avoid-
ance of punishment (p. 199). Toxic leaders are skilled at disguising their 
Hubris Syndrome and appearing to produce results, at least in the short 
term, whilst hiding their true motives and the cost of their behaviour 
(Aubrey 2012). With only nominal oversight, toxic leaders within the 
military environment not only have primacy because of their rank, they 
also control the passage of information through their respective chain 
of command. They can manipulate and broadly choose what to send 
to their seniors, and they can also regulate what comes down within 
their own group. A toxic leader may also choose to adopt a means of 
restrictive control, which goes against the tenets of mission command 
outlined above (Kendall 2007). A toxic leader will therefore exploit the 
hierarchical structure of the military, aided by a lack of external checks, 
to remain hidden within the military’s bureaucratic, process-laden 
organisation. In addition to the hierarchical system, the posting or 
assignment mechanism within the military, which he or she can influ-
ence, also aids the toxic leader’s survival.

Within the military most, though not all, personnel are posted every 
two to three years. Depending on the nature of their role and respon-
sibility (aligned with their rank) leaders at every level will be given set 
freedoms, constraints and deliverables to achieve. Military organisa-
tions are almost solely output-focussed; though ‘institutional environ-
ments’ such as Defence often find it difficult to define their outputs 
(Williamson 1995). This means that many deliverables are esoteric 
or have some form of historical lineage, for which the organisation is 
generally structured to produce. Additional tasks are added by situ-
ation and circumstance, or more often than not, given by a senior 
reporting officer who has a particular priority or good idea. This mix 
of relatively short posting cycles, ambiguity in output, and a focus on 
results plays to the toxic leader’s strengths. As highlighted above, toxic 
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and narcissistic leaders are prone to be more successful in environments 
where there is uncertainty and change, as an authoritative or driven 
individual will initially appear to meet organisational and follower 
needs (Lipman-Blumen 2006). Whilst followership is covered below, it 
should be noted at this point that the military cyclical posting scheme 
creates the situation whereby individuals that work for a toxic leader 
generally only do so for a limited period of time. Whicker noted that 
proximity and time are key factors that individuals will consider when 
choosing whether to tolerate a toxic leader (1996). Returning to out-
put, Mark Van Buren and Todd Safferstone identified that those leaders 
who focussed on achieving some notion of deliverable success tended 
to score 20% higher than their colleagues who had not (2009). Jeffrey 
Cohn and Jay complement this in observing that organisations tend to 
select their leaders on results rather than potential; placing charisma and 
confidence above integrity, courage and emotional intelligence (2011). 
It would seem counter-intuitive to place individuals with the core values 
and standards of an organisation beneath others who prove their worth 
in some other, potentially more transitory manner. This would imply 
that there is a limitation or fault within the military’s promotion and 
leadership selection system.

The principal means by which individuals are identified and selected 
for promotion in the military is the annual reporting system, which 
is aligned with the chain of command. The current report’s format 
encourages the report-writer to focus on deliverables, considering per-
formance before potential. An individual’s ability is measured against 
a number of criteria. Of the twelve factors for other ranks and ten for 
officers only two are linked to the military’s values and standards (sub-
ordinate development; and courage and values), the remainder are per-
formance related (MoD 2015b). The narrative boxes that follow are 
also in the order of performance, then potential. Whilst it is the ‘poten-
tial’ narrative at the end of the report that is considered in assessing an 
 individual’s suitability for promotion and future posts, including leader-
ship positions, it is influenced throughout by ‘performance’. It is recog-
nised that, in a competitive environment, be it public, commercial or 
the armed services, “ambition and promotion are linked and exert a sig-
nificant influence on behaviour” (Elliot 2015). However, this reporting 



5 Toxic Leadership in the Military     115

mechanism favours the output-focussed toxic leader, deviating from the 
values and standards that the military see as essential to its ethos. Tim 
Kane in his analysis of the American military reporting system high-
lights that, despite espousing cultural values such as integrity, teamwork 
and selflessness, the military’s reporting system tends to reward rigid 
careerism (Kane 2012). Kane goes on to argue that all evaluation sys-
tems must continue to evolve in recognition that the skills and leader-
ship values required in the contemporary operating environment are 
changing (p. 196). Continual review of the British military reporting 
system is therefore required to ensure that it meets the changing needs 
of the military and the changing nature and value system of the young 
people it recruits. The current system fails to take any account of an 
individual’s cultural values and standards, let alone even consider their 
emotional intelligence or relationship with their subordinates in any 
meaningful way. This will be reviewed in the next section where the 
utility and challenges of 360-degree assessments will be considered as a 
means of combating toxic leadership. The current top-down reporting 
mechanism can assess a number of leadership traits and criteria, but it 
is open to manipulation from an effective toxic leader. Largely subjec-
tive, the reports are also prone to reflect the reporting officer’s and more 
widely the military’s own conscious and unconscious bias; this can also 
aid the toxic leader.

Due to its heritage and “the unique loyalties and idiosyncrasies 
within each Service, they create a predisposition, that once formed [are] 
seldom released” (Elliot 2015). It is these that form the foundations of 
the military’s unconscious bias that allows the toxic leader to manipulate 
their superior’s and follower’s perceptions. Binna Kandola observes that 
prejudice has three components comprising: affective - feeling and emo-
tions; behavioural—actions; and cognitive—thoughts (Kandola 2009). 
“Implicit prejudice is based on association” and can be used to estab-
lish or separate groups (p. 63). A manipulative toxic leader will use this 
to create closed groups and networks to avoid external scrutiny (Padilla 
et al. 2007). In the process they will knowingly sideline talented per-
sonnel who do not collude, or those who do not conform to the toxic 
leader’s stringent idealised norms (Downs 1977). This in turn can create 
an environment that revolves around satisfying the needs of the toxic 
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leader who runs the unit, at the expense of their subordinates who take 
on a supporting role (p. 79). At the same time, the toxic leader will 
use group identity to associate with his or her senior reporting officer’s 
own predilections (Jones 2003). Whilst much of this sociological inter-
action can be explained by the military’s hierarchical system, Charles 
Kirke argues that the social and cultural elements within the military 
go beyond the formal command structure, which makes followership 
deliberately more robust and tolerant (2009).

The concept or idea of followership is often misunderstood; it is a 
dynamic relationship between the leader and follower(s) where both 
have intrinsic powers, roles and responsibilities, relative to one another 
and their organisation (Chaleff 2009). More importantly,  followership 
is not a passive activity; every leader should also be a follower, and a 
follower can also lead (RMAS 2012). Looking at this relationship, 
through the Army’s societal construct, Kirke identifies four social struc-
tures within the Army that are equally applicable to the Royal Navy 
and Royal Air Force. They comprise: a formal command structure; an 
informal structure; a loyalty/identity structure; and a functional struc-
ture (Kirke 2009). This wider social environment has evolved over 
time, is steeped in history and valour, but more importantly it allows 
formed operational units to function in the chaos and uncertainty of 
war and other military operations. The construct identified by Kirke 
helps to explain the strength and resilience of the military follower con-
struct as subordinates follow the formal chain of command, whilst the 
informal structure allows for/or alleviates deficiencies within the formal 
chain of command (p. 205). In addition to this, it is seen that a sub-
ordinate has a functional duty within an identifiable group to which 
he or she has a stronger social bond (ibid.). Kirke concludes that these 
formal, informal and identity systems provide a robust framework that 
transcends the rank and discipline system (Kirke 2010). In doing so, it 
ensures that a military unit and many sub-units can continue to func-
tion even with deficiencies within their own leadership structures. This 
is a phenomenon also identified by Nick Jans and David Schmidtchen 
(2002) in their research that modelled organisational effectiveness 
against perceived leader performance in which toxic leaders continue 
not only to survive, but are seen to succeed. This follower resilience and 
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organisational strength, in most cases at unit level, tolerates and inad-
vertently protects the toxic leader. This principally goes back to one of 
the military’s core values, loyalty. This loyalty is to others rank, position, 
a unit or organisation and is combined with the sentiment of not telling 
tales. A common reason why toxic leaders are not identified is the anti-
whistle-blowing culture (Lipman-Blumen 2006). In the military, this is 
compounded further by the hierarchical structure and discipline system 
that are designed to support the chain of command (Aubrey 2012). This 
in turn can create a fear of reprisal from peers as well as leaders if a sub-
ordinate speaks out against a toxic leader or the chain of command in 
general (Jacobs 2014). This apparent lack of an effective independent 
and impartial third-party to enforce external checks and balances will be 
reviewed in the next section in identifying what can be done to combat 
toxic leadership.

It can be seen, therefore, that there are a number of environmental 
and follower traits that the toxic leader is able to exploit, as summarised 
in Fig. 3. Before the toxic leader does anything, they are by virtue of 
their senior rank and position given pre-eminence over their followers 
(Aubrey 2012). It is naturally assumed by ‘the system’ that military lead-
ers are virtuous, fair, and have their subordinates’ interests at heart. If a 
leader is identified as displaying negative leadership traits this is often 
excused, or confused with strong or heroic leadership, especially where 
they are seen to get results. As such, the chain of command, the numer-
ous and often bureaucratic checks and balances, and the discipline 
system are designed to support, empower and enable military leaders. 
This hierarchical construct therefore creates what Milgram refers to as 
a natural obedience mechanism (2010). This is then complemented 
by the strength and resilience of the military’s followership construct, 
supported by its formal, informal and identity systems. Designed to 
function under the duress of war, most units will tolerate, even flat-
ter and facilitate the toxic leader as it is generally in their interests and 
only needs to be endured for a limited period of time. We recall that 
the two defining characteristics of a toxic leader as having a poison-
ous relationship towards subordinates and motivation by self-interest. 
Uncompromising and without thought for their subordinates’ needs, 
the toxic leader will, when in command, seek to deliver some form of 
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valued success or accomplishment to prove his or her worth (Aubrey 
2012). In doing so, the toxic leader will attempt to create a spectre of 
success. This in turn is likely to satisfy the predisposition of the toxic 
leader’s commander who in turn may reward and promote the toxic 
leader further. This ability to get results in an output-focussed organisa-
tion from a top-down perspective is considered to be a good thing. But 
is the cost of toxic leadership worth undermining the military’s values 
and standards? This will be examined in the next section which consid-
ers what can be done about toxic leadership.

4  What Can Be Done About Toxic 
Leadership?

As noted, 90% of the respondents to the British Army leadership ques-
tionnaire stated they had observed personnel displaying toxic leadership 
traits in one or more rank (Hart 2015). The first step in dealing with 
toxic leadership is for the military’s top echelon to acknowledge that it 
exists and to admit that there are organisational failings and individual 
peccabilities. The second step is to understand the extent and effect that 
it has across all sections of the military in order to make a ‘conscious 

Fig. 3 The military toxic triangle: Elements in the three domains that facilitate 
toxic leadership
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decision’ what to do about it. Given the British military’s structures, 
tasks, people and culture, the responsibility for this sits firmly with the 
organisation’s strategic leadership. There is no single or simple solu-
tion. Whicker, Lipman-Blumen, Goldman and others suggest a range 
of options to deal with toxic leadership including: screening; training 
and education; coaching and counselling; disciplining; and dismissing. 
In choosing a combination of treatment, toleration and termination, 
the military’s strategic leadership will have to balance the needs of its 
future force, noting the range of likely tasks to be placed upon it, whilst 
considering the time required for delivering cultural and leadership 
change. “Real cultural change is [only] achieved by selectively apply-
ing effort and resources to key pressure points in the institution” (Wong 
2014). Understanding how to change is just as important as knowing 
what to change, and this is likely to require time and restraint in the 
propagation of any policy. As highlighted in the section above, if the 
British military wishes to tackle toxic leadership, there are two areas that 
should be considered as a priority. The first recommendation in identi-
fying and treating toxic and negative leadership traits is the introduction 
of 360-degree or some form of multi-source assessment feedback. The 
second is the need for an empowered, independent and accessible body, 
completely distinct from the chain of command, in order to deal with 
all complaints, including areas and behaviours resulting from poor or 
negative leadership. It is the author’s opinion that the British military 
must be seen to do something about toxic leadership if it is to ensure 
that its selfless leadership principles and cultural ethos are to remain 
aligned.

The 360-degree or multi-source assessment is a well-known organi-
sational feedback system that continues to be used by business, indus-
try and commerce for leadership development. Whilst the concept 
can be dated back to the latter part of the nineteenth century, (Coyle 
and Slater 2014) it was first used in a formal capacity by the German 
military during the Second World War in order to evaluate selected 
officers’ performances (Smith 2011). Used by the American manufac-
turing industry throughout 1950–1970 (Coyle and Slater 2014) and 
propagated globally following continued developments in technology 
and techniques, it is currently estimated that 90% of all Fortune 5002 
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firms use some form of 360-degree or multi-source appraisal systems to 
develop their workforce and leadership (Maylett 2009). To date, despite 
its early use by the German military, most Armed Forces have remained 
broadly sceptical towards the notion of subordinates reporting on, or 
evaluating their leaders. For many within the military 360-degree assess-
ments are seen as a business sector management tool, used for process 
and therefore deemed unsuited to combat units (Budihas 2013). It 
is feared that its introduction would tend to deny the military strong 
and robust leaders, instead favouring political and less confrontational 
‘managerial leaders’ who are perceived to lack the decisive edge required 
in battle (Cuevas 2001). Ultimately it is considered that 360-degree 
assessments could challenge or change the military’s leader/follower con-
struct, whilst adding to an already burdensome reporting mechanism.

Despite this, it is recognised among the United Kingdom’s sen-
ior and strategic military leaders that there are generational differences 
and an increasing ‘culture-gap’ between the military’s most senior and 
junior leaders (Carter 2015). It is also acknowledged that junior ranks 
and officers are more comfortable in talking about the challenges they 
face in maintaining the military’s exacting values and standards, espe-
cially when compared to senior officers who are more guarded and 
reluctant to admit to their own personal failings (Wong and Stephen 
2015). This is also reflected in the Army leadership questionnaire’s 
findings, in which 72% of respondents were in favour of introducing 
360-degree reporting for themselves, and 75% were in favour of pro-
viding confidential, honest feedback to senior officers they had worked 
with (Hart 2015). Whilst some countries’ armed forces such as Canada 
and Australia have conducted limited trials on 360-degree assess-
ments, or conduct feedback sessions on specific career courses, cur-
rently only the American Army has formally embraced the concept. 
The notion or idea of ‘supplementary input’ for officer reporting within 
the United States Army was first proposed in 1970 by General William 
Westmoreland, after being tasked to conduct a leadership and ethics 
review, following a perceived decline in standards towards the end of the 
Vietnam War (Whiteside 2004). Introduced in 2011, the Multi-Source 
Assessment and Feedback Programme has been designed to inform 
and enhance leaders through confidential feedback from superiors, 
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peers and subordinates. The programme is open to all ranks, including 
Army civilians, and encompasses Regular and Reserve components. Its 
aim is to develop positive leadership growth, maintain standards, and 
meet the needs of its personnel (Center for Army Leadership 2012). In 
doing so it is believed that the Multi-Source Assessment and Feedback 
Programme can combat toxic and other negative leadership traits (Box 
2012).

The philosophy or theory underlying 360-degree assessment is that 
effective leadership begins with ‘knowing oneself ’, as this relatively nas-
cent construct forms the cornerstone of authentic leadership (Avolio 
and Gardner 2005). It is argued that heightened self-awareness estab-
lishes the base upon which positive styles of leadership can rest, such 
as transformational and ethical leadership (p. 322). Whicker, Lipman-
Blumen and Goldman agree that proactive vigilance is required in diag-
nosing and then treating toxic leadership and that 360-degree reporting, 
along with other assessment and evaluation methods, is a tool that can 
help (Goldman 2009). In tackling toxic leadership, Lipman-Blumen 
distinguishes between deliberate toxic leaders who consciously harm 
others to enhance themselves, and unintentional toxic leaders who 
through situation, carelessness or incompetence do not know that their 
actions are considered toxic (2005). In the context of self-insight and 
self-development, it is seen that 360-degree feedback is more likely to 
benefit the unintentional toxic leader, who, through the identification 
of perception gaps and provided with specific information and help, 
can adjust his or her behaviour (Center for Army Leadership 2012). For 
those who do not know that they are considered toxic, and for those 
that want to change, 360-degree assessments offer the starting mecha-
nism in delivering a solution. As highlighted in the section above, it is 
possible to deceive one’s senior reporting officers, but it is impossible 
to fool one’s subordinates or peers (Hammes 2002). Implemented cor-
rectly, the 360-degree assessment can assist in addressing the negative 
relationship that a toxic leader has with his or her subordinates. For the 
deliberate and uncompromising toxic leader, 360-degree assessments 
offer a means of identification. It is however, important to understand 
that the 360-degree assessment is not a solution by itself, but rather 
an aid. Whilst it seeks to stabilise leader and subordinate relations 
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and promises longer-term leadership development, it can only help 
those who are open or want to develop their leadership style. Should 
the British military or any of its single Services introduce 360-degree 
assessments, it will represent a significant cultural change. To work, 
any future implementation must be well-tested, relatively easy to use, 
and must have the full support of the entire chain of command, from 
strategic leaders to junior subordinates (ibid.). It can help in providing 
the needed checks and balances to inhibit the toxic leader, but will still 
require continual senior leadership engagement and impartial policing. 
Finally, any technical solution must also be regulated, but completed in 
confidence, empowering the subordinates to inform and comment free 
from the fear of persecution.

The requirement for an independent, impartial and empowered 
third-party, separate from the chain of command, has been well under-
stood across the Ministry of Defence, from The Secretary of State down, 
for a number of years (House of Commons, Defence Committee 2012). 
This is why on 26 March 2015, The Armed Forces (Service Complaints 
and Financial Assistance) Act was passed to improve the complaints 
system in the Armed Forces. In doing so it created the Armed Forces 
Ombudsman (House of Commons 2015). This initiative was princi-
pally driven by the then Service Complaints Commissioner, Dr Susan 
Atkins, who continuously acknowledged and reported that she was 
unable to give “Parliament an assurance that the Service complaints sys-
tem [was] working efficiently, effectively or fairly” (2014). As the first 
Commissioner, taking post in January 2008, Atkins sought to protect 
the rights of all Service personnel, but she found her team had nei-
ther the authority nor the resources to investigate complaints (Mcleod 
2012). The Service Complaints Commission also lacked the ability to 
make findings, direct remedial action or impose penalties on the sin-
gle Service commands (ibid.). The intent of the new Act is to: shorten 
the complaints process; make it quicker to reach decisions; create and 
empower the Ombudsman to hold the Services to account; and give the 
Ombudsman an ability to make future recommendations for change. 
Whilst this is generally seen as progressive reform, some campaign-
ers believe that the Act does not go far enough. The Ombudsman still 
lacks the power or resource to conduct its own investigations, making 
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it reliant on the single Services. It is also technically not independent, 
as The Defence Council retains the final decision, allowing the Ministry 
of Defence to overrule the Ombudsman’s findings (Liberty 2014). The 
new system is designed to strike a balance between maintaining the 
authority of the chain of command and providing a strong and inde-
pendent Service Complaints Ombudsman, but in order to do this, fur-
ther cultural and procedural change is required.

Early on, during Atkins’ tenure as the Service Complaints 
Commissioner, she identified institutional and cultural resistance, 
criticising the military for what she termed “‘Service focus blindness’, 
an inability to view a case from outside the cultural perceptions of the 
Service” (2011). The new Service Complaints Ombudsman, Nicola 
Williams, has also identified the need for cultural as well as procedural 
change (Williams 2015). As identified in the section above, the mili-
tary’s hierarchical structure and bureaucratic processes are designed to 
support, not challenge the chain of command. If the new Ombudsman 
is to be successful, it must act as a counterbalance to the Services’ natu-
ral predisposition to ‘close ranks’ and support the chain of command. 
The Ombudsman must also ensure that due diligence is conducted 
in all cases, working with the military, but challenging its think-
ing, and where necessary its procedures. This is made more difficult 
because cultural change is a leadership responsibility, and leadership is 
a closely-guarded single Service lead. As such, the Ombudsman is not 
empowered or responsible for addressing the root causes of many of 
the complaints it receives, but it can highlight issues, and where neces-
sary make recommendations for change. The Ombudsman will aid the 
handling and processing of formal complaints, including those that are 
commonly associated with toxic leadership behaviour, such as bullying, 
harassment, and victimisation (Whicker 1996). These cases will remain 
contentious and difficult to handle; as Lipman-Blumen observes, even 
the most supportive co-workers are likely to turn on ‘whistleblowers’ 
and those seen to complain, as there is a natural propensity and self-
interest in supporting the organisation you represent (2006).

Currently, even when a complaint is made against an alleged toxic 
leader, the chance of success is weighted against the complainant. 
Within the military environment it is common knowledge that the 
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word of a senior rank is considered to have greater credibility, which is 
unconsciously taken into consideration where evidence is circumstan-
tial. The deceitful toxic leader will, in most cases, be able to justify his 
or her actions and will rarely leave an evidence trail outlining his or her 
true intent. Whilst bullying, harassment and victimisation are not toler-
ated in the Armed Forces, and all allegations are investigated, most cases 
are dismissed for lack of evidence (Williams 2015). Given the military’s 
cultural predisposition for tolerance, obedience and loyalty, it is also 
believed that a sizable number of people remain silent either through 
misplaced loyalty, intimidation, or through fear of direct and indirect 
reprisals (ibid.). This is despite all three Services’ numerous attempts, 
campaigns and protestations that inappropriate behaviour of any sort is 
unacceptable, as such Hubris Syndrome goes against military values and 
standards. Whilst the Ombudsman is tasked with streamlining the com-
plaint’s process and now has the power to hold the Services to account, 
it generally remains the single Services’ responsibility to enforce their 
own checks and balances. Providing advisors, investigators, judge and 
jury, in most cases with limited oversight, the Services in most instances 
continue to operate from within their own cultural boundaries. The 
challenge now facing the single Services is that of balancing the mili-
tary’s traditional values and standards against society’s changing cultural 
norms, whilst being seen to remain fair, just and proportionate in its 
actions. However, any perceived tolerance of Hubris Syndrome that 
draws ‘the Service Test’ and the military’s ethos into question, including 
the actions of a toxic leader, must be dealt with appropriately. If not it 
risks inadvertently being seen to support such conduct.

If the British military wishes to retain its values-based leadership 
system, it must understand what tenets it holds central to its leader-
ship, and reinforce them through education and action. In America, 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Martin E. Dempsey, 
publicly worked to reform the United States military’s leadership, which 
started in 2013 with an overhaul of ethics training. Between 2003 and 
2015, 18 flag officers and 255 officers holding the rank of lieutenant 
colonel and above were removed from command for personal miscon-
duct for offences including: adultery; harassment; sexual assault; finan-
cial irregularity; bullying; and negative (toxic) leadership attributes 
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(Stone 2015). Whilst most of these officers were considered to be out-
standing professionals, it was recognised that they were flawed leaders, 
with many found to be too self-focussed (ibid.). The Australia Defence 
Force has also sought to address similar issues through the reassertion 
of its values and standards in the 2012 publication, Pathway to Change: 
Evolving Defence Culture. This was later reinforced by the Australian 
Chief of Army, Lieutenant General David Morrison, following allega-
tions of unacceptable behaviour by Army personnel (Morrison 2013). 
Despite a number of recent single Service reviews and initiatives, the 
British military has yet to reassert its position on values and stand-
ards. Until this action is taken, personnel who are known to bully, har-
ass and victimise their subordinates, but who get results, will continue 
to operate. Worse still, the toxic leader’s selfish deeds, if excused, may 
increasingly become the norm and influence otherwise “good people to 
become bad” (Zimbardo 2007).

In order to identify and remove toxic behaviour from within the mil-
itary there has to be appropriate checks, balances and safeguards. The 
implementation of these should be suitably prioritised and wherever 
possible facilitated by appropriate cultural behaviours and attitudes. 
Like any organisation or institution, these checks must strike a balance 
between the military’s unique requirements, whilst ensuring that its per-
sonnel, both military and civilian, are led and administered correctly. 
The formal introduction of 360-degree assessments would represent 
an opportunity to deliver real and tangible culture change. The tools 
to deliver it are continuing to grow in credibility, aided by improve-
ments in technology and techniques. There are also a growing number 
of Service personnel who believe that they would benefit from receiv-
ing and giving this information, free of persecution. It is acknowledged 
that the demand for change is principally ‘bottom-up’ and represents 
part of the generational culture gap between junior and senior leaders. 
In order to implement any change the problem of cultural resistance by 
the single Service ‘top brass’ must also be overcome. Whilst 360-degree 
assessments are not a panacea, feedback from the United States Army’s 
implementation is generally positive across all ranks (Army, U.S., 
2015), with only a few deriding it as an administrative nuisance (Wong 
and Stephen 2015). It is known that real culture change to transform 
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underlying values and standards is only delivered through the actions 
of leadership (Wong 2014), not through computer software. As a tool, 
360-degree assessments have been proved to provide a means of iden-
tifying and delivering help to Lipman-Blumen’s ‘unconscious’ toxic 
leader, but only to those who want to change. For the toxic leader who 
persists in selfish and poisonous behaviour, with the appropriate pro-
cesses in place, and the right evidence trail, it remains a chain of com-
mand responsibility to decide how it will treat, tolerate or terminate an 
individual’s behaviour, regardless of the individual’s perceived talent. 
Before any of this can happen, the British military must first acknowl-
edge the problem and make a conscious decision what to do about it 
and where to draw the line before any corrective action can be taken.

5  Conclusions

It is evident that the British military has an issue with toxic leadership 
and, despite numerous incidents, reviews and investigations, it remains 
broadly silent on the subject. Despite priding itself on its ‘selfless leader-
ship’ principles and style, those at the very top are aware that this exem-
plar is rarely fully instilled in today’s military leaders (Richards 2014). 
Despite this, the military continues to inculcate its personnel with the 
selfless values and standards that are required to govern its soldiers, sail-
ors and airman (Paparone et al. 2008). Understandably, it is through 
the values of courage, discipline, respect for others, integrity, loyalty, 
and selfless commitment that we expect to be led, since they underpin 
the military’s culture. Because the British military is simultaneously 
a department of State and a cluster of practising professions, it will 
take extraordinary courage for a strategic military leader to publically 
acknowledge the shortcomings and frailties of their Service in order to 
better the military profession as a whole.

This paper has demonstrated that, since the concept of toxic leader-
ship was first introduced by Whicker, the term ‘toxic leader’ has become 
a label commonly associated with nearly all negative leadership traits. 
Most academics and writers agree, amongst other contested theories 
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that the two defining characteristics of toxic leadership are; the poison-
ous relationship that a toxic leader has with his or her subordinates; 
and that the toxic leader’s underlying motivation is primarily generated 
through self-interest. As these characteristics are generic rather than pre-
scriptive, and as they are closely associated with other negative leader-
ship models and traits, the paper concludes that the concept of toxic 
leadership will remain poorly defined and open to individual inter-
pretation. This will result in good, as well as bad leaders continuing to 
be branded as toxic by subordinates who may question their leader’s 
actions and motives.

In order to identify the subtleties of toxic leadership, it is important 
to understand the relationship between the leader, the environment and 
his or her followers. Having examined the most likely psychological 
profiles of the toxic leader, the nuances of culture, and reviewed a num-
ber of followership models, it has been possible to analyse the military’s 
construct and susceptibility to toxic leadership. Like Major General 
Craig Orme, this paper concludes that “the risks of poor or toxic lead-
ership are much greater in the military than they are in [many] civil-
ian organisations” (Orme 2011). The military is a proud institution that 
celebrates its past and in doing so often defines itself through its lead-
ers. It is the military’s overriding desire for strong, heroic, and vision-
ary leaders that makes it particularly susceptible to the allure of the 
toxic leader. Visionaries tend to be narcissistic and are therefore more 
likely to be considered toxic, as are those with Machiavellian tenden-
cies for whom “the ends, no matter how treacherous, justify the means” 
(McAlpine 2000). The dichotomy for the military is that it wishes to 
retain those considered to have the best minds for war, whilst at the 
same time being seen to uphold its own values and standards. The mili-
tary does not want to suffer from having part of what it considers to 
be its ‘fighting edge’ removed, especially when it sees other capabilities 
being reduced or withdrawn in comparison to its allies and potential 
future adversaries. Yet crucially, on closer inspection, it is possible to see 
that strong, demanding and decisive leaders are not necessary always 
toxic. The paper shows that due to the military’s leader, environment 
and follower construct, the quiet, considered and calculating toxic 
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leader also prospers, remaining concealed from the senior leadership 
above. Hierarchical and output focussed, the British military is observed 
to suffer from a mix of deliberate ignorance and institutional ambiva-
lence towards toxic leaders as they get results.

Finally, the paper has demonstrated that the military already has 
many of the policies and procedures in place to combat toxic leaders, 
should the military’s strategic hierarchy choose to implement them. The 
paper proposes that the introduction of 360-degree assessments would 
represent an opportunity to assist in the development of its leaders at 
every rank, noting that it is an aid and not the solution to toxic or other 
negative leadership traits. Real change can only be delivered through 
sustained engagement from the military’s ‘top brass’ and their leader-
ship. The military remains a noble profession, considered more than a 
vocation as it is filled with skilled and dedicated servants who believe 
in the organisation’s values and standards. Yet the profession’s founda-
tions of trust and integrity are at risk of being eroded by negative lead-
ers who are considered to be toxic. The military has to make a choice, 
whether it chooses to continue to appear to turn a blind eye, or be seen 
to actively enforce its policies in order to protect its ethos. If it does not, 
the notion that toxic leaders are not appropriately dealt with will per-
sist, and at worst could signal to others that such negative behaviour is 
acceptable.

Notes

1. The Five Factor Model considers the five personality traits comprising: 
openness; conscientiousness; extraversion; agreeableness; and neuroticism.

2. The Fortune 500 is an annual list compiled and published by Fortune 
magazine that ranks the top 500 public corporations according to their 
gross revenue in the United States.
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1  Introduction

Dysfunctional leadership in corporations is all too common. Given the 
enormous size of many modern corporations the toxic effects of such 
leadership may be felt more keenly by more people than ever before. 
There is nothing intrinsically new in power warping people’s sense of 
perspective and sense of entitlement, diminishing their ability to empa-
thise with the needs of others and fomenting hubris. These are age old 
problems. However, part of the problem in reflecting on these issues 
today is that most studies of leadership are overwhelmingly positive in 
nature.

Burns’s (1978) seminal text, largely responsible for popularising 
the idea of ‘transformational leadership,’ was highly influential in this 
regard. It differentiated between ‘leaders’ (who successfully engage and 
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satisfy followers’ motives) and ‘power holders’ (who use followers for 
their own purposes, and utilize ‘naked’ and ‘brute’ power to achieve 
their ends). Burns asserted that ‘power-wielders’ were not leaders. For 
example, he argued that Hitler was not a leader but a tyrant, ‘an abso-
lute wielder of brutal power’ who crushed all opposition: ‘A leader and 
a tyrant are polar opposites’ (1978: 3). This approach sanitizes the con-
cept of leadership to such an extent that brutal dictators and autocrats 
are no longer considered to be leaders at all. The tendency to ‘purify’ 
leadership of questions related to power has become increasingly 
embedded in mainstream business school teaching and research on lead-
ership (Collinson and Tourish 2015). In my view, this is a mistake. It 
prevents serious engagement with a problem that is only too evident 
and which affects us all—that which forms the title of this chapter.

In what follows, I seek to redress the balance. Accordingly, I challenge 
the fixation on what I see as those myths of heroic leadership that have 
informed much management thinking and practice. In doing so, I offer 
examples of where they lead us astray, and relate these to the research on 
the effects of having power. Lastly, in articulating a way forward, I look 
at the much neglected but invaluable role of critical upward communi-
cation from followers to leaders, and discuss how we can get more of it. 
In my view, this is essential to minimise the prevalence of hubris and 
produce much more effective models of leadership.

2  A Fixation with Heroic Myths of Leadership

We are encouraged to become fixated with leadership. To be more pre-
cise, we are encouraged to become fixated on myths of leadership, in 
which leaders only ever do good, and are the main or even only factor 
in determining an organization’s fortunes. Leaders are supposed to solve 
climate change, eliminate Ebola, resolve the problems in the Middle 
East, restore the American economy to health, deliver Scandinavian lev-
els of public services alongside US levels of personal taxation, and end 
deforestation in the Amazon—ideally, during their first week in office. 
Paradoxically, these high expectations help to explain our disillusion-
ment with the leaders that we habitually encounter in the real world. 
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The more grandiose the ambitions that we have for leaders the less pos-
sible it is for any human being to deliver on them, and the more likely 
it is that disillusionment will take root.

One measure of the fixation we have with the subject is the number 
of books published dealing with it. At the time of writing, there are a 
staggering 176,964 listed on Amazon with the word ‘leadership’ in their 
title. Typical of many is a text by Kouzes and Posner (2012). Its main 
title is The Leadership Challenge, while its sub-title promises to show you 
‘How to Make Extraordinary Things Happen in Organizations.’ Evidently, 
the oeuvre lends itself to hyperbole. The appeal of this approach is 
shown in the fact that the book in question is now in its fifth edition. 
In this world, success is passé. Rather, something ‘extraordinary’ lies 
in prospect, in which powerful leaders will deliver results that go far 
beyond what most mere mortals can achieve or sustain. There are few, 
if any, limits on what they are expected to accomplish. When leaders 
themselves take such expectations seriously it is no wonder that they fall 
victim to hubris.

It is instructive to contrast this with the number of books available 
on followership—a total of 372. Yet without followers there are no lead-
ers, since the effectiveness of leaders depends entirely on their ability to 
influence others. Less often discussed but of equal importance, followers 
exercise a profound influence on leaders. In particular, most feedback 
that followers give their leaders is far too flattering in nature, a con-
tributory source to the gargantuan egos that so many leaders seem to 
develop, and which becomes a mighty wellspring of hubris. I return to 
this important issue later in this chapter.

These views of leadership have been framed, to a large extent, by a 
great deal of writing about transformational leadership in the last 
30 years (Bass and Riggio 2006).1 This proposes that leaders must be 
charismatic in order to be effective. Clearly, there are examples of charis-
matic individuals who exercise a profoundly positive effect on organisa-
tions and society. We think of people like Mandela, Martin Luther King 
and President Kennedy. In business, whatever his defects, Steve Jobs 
seems to have had some degree of charisma as well. But there are also 
plentiful examples of charismatic leaders who inflict enormous damage 
on people, organizations and society. This is sometimes referred to as 



140     D. Tourish

the Hitler problem. Was Hitler a charismatic leader, and was he even a 
leader? As I noted above, some scholars emphatically say no. In express-
ing my dissent, I challenge the assumption that charisma is invariably a 
good thing, or that we should become less sceptical towards those who 
appear to possess it. Rather, we need to understand the importance of 
context, and acknowledge that when charismatic individuals have too 
much power there is a heightened risk of them using their charisma to 
achieve ends that may be in their own interests rather than anyone else’s.

In business as well there are many people who think of themselves 
as charismatic leaders and yet have a negative effect on people and the 
organizations that they lead. One particularly memorable individual, 
the head of Sunbeam-Oster, an American manufacturing company 
famous for its kitchen Mixmaster, was known as ‘Chainsaw Al Dunlap’. 
He was also known as ‘Rambo in Stripes’ and actually posed for the 
cover of a book written about him dressed as Rambo and brandishing 
what I assume were imitation firearms. His tenuous grip on reality is 
shown by his assumption that this conveyed a positive image. Dunlap’s 
abusive, hubristic and ultimately dysfunctional management style is 
thoroughly documented by Byrne (1999), in a book that remains well 
worth reading today. Writing of his time at Sunbeam, Byrne (p.5) gives 
this far too typical example: ‘Though some had spent hours preparing 
elaborate presentations, most were forced to keep their remarks short. It 
was rare for anyone to get more than fifteen or twenty words out before 
Dunlap broke in with a pointed question. When anyone hesitated, even 
momentarily, Dunlap would snap: ‘I expect you to know these things.’ 
‘It was like a dog barking at you for hours,’ Boynton later said. ‘He just 
yelled, ranted and raved. He was condescending, belligerent, and disre-
spectful.’ Such an approach may help explain why Dunlap felt the need 
to purchase a handgun and a bulletproof vest, both of which he natu-
rally claimed on expenses.

While we have come some way from those macho views of leader-
ship and charisma, organizations still often license destructive practices 
by leaders (Tourish 2013). I suggest that the more we accept the idea 
that all fundamental decision making authority should be vested in the 
leader, the more likely it is that these dysfunctional power dynamics 
will take effect. Moreover, the more we uncritically promote the idea of 
charisma, the more likely we are to encounter lots of people who think 
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they are charismatic visionaries while other people just see boring men 
in suits. The danger here is what might be termed the ‘David Brent 
Syndrome.’2

Transformational leadership theorists have also promoted the idea 
that leaders must have a compelling vision and the bolder that vision 
the better it is likely to be for the organisations that they lead. The prob-
lem here is that while the vision they come up with might well be per-
fectly sensible it might equally well be berserk, self-serving or impossible 
to achieve. In an environment where improving shareholder value is 
often held to be the primary or even only aim of business, it is also very 
difficult to construct a vision that genuinely captures the real best inter-
ests of all organizational stakeholders. Consider the current problems 
of the retail giant Tesco in the UK. While its ills have many sources, 
Hutton (2015) describes it as ‘a company whose focus transmuted from 
serving customers and building a company to serving shareholders and 
driving up directors’ pay.’ There is truth in this. I pose what is surely an 
obvious question. How can a leadership team whose primary focus is its 
own financial well-being and that of other shareholders possibly articu-
late a vision that will capture the support of low paid employees, many 
on zero hours contracts, and who sense in the marrow of their bones 
that they are viewed as, say, ‘contingent units of cost intensive units of 
productive capacity’, rather than human beings?

But if we become convinced that developing ‘a vision’ and getting 
support for it is a top priority, it is also very easy to embrace another 
common assumption that underpins much leadership practice. This is 
the idea that we must have a ‘common culture’—one, moreover, that 
will be designed by its most senior managers, with minimal if any input 
from others (see Willmott 1993; 2013, for an incisive critique of such 
views). We all know that we need certain agreed norms if any organisa-
tion is to function. People need to know that when the fire bell rings we 
get out, that there are in many instances set hours of work, that there 
are constraints on what we can claim on expenses and so on. But when 
we take the idea of a common culture to an extreme, as many business 
leaders do, it simply becomes a synonym for saying that there must be 
no dissent from whatever decisions are proclaimed by top managers. 
Conformity is prized above critical thinking. I believe that these ideas 
are at the root of much of the dysfunctional leadership that we find 
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within organisations. A book published a few years ago and scarily called 
Corporate Religion (Kunde 1999) was particularly enthusiastic in advo-
cating this view. The dust jacket of the book argued that in the organ-
isation of the future there would be no space for dissenters. As it put 
it, disbelievers must look elsewhere. Or, in the words of one manage-
ment scholar, being a CEO today is the nearest thing you can become 
to being king of your own country (Finkelstein 2003). This is not a for-
mula for success in countries, societies or business organisations.

Typical of the resulting approach is an article in the Harvard Business 
Review which attempts to identify the best performing CEOs in the 
world (Ignatius 2014). I do not want to simplify the arguments in 
this particular paper. On the other hand, there are no arguments in 
it to simplify. It is simply assumed that the only thing that determines 
whether an organisation will succeed or fail is the person who is the 
CEO. The irony of this is that while much management thinking (if 
that is the right word) routinely credits responsibility for all organisa-
tional success to the wisdom of the leader, it is also quick to apportion 
all blame for failure to the self-same leaders (e.g. Amar et al. 2012). 
This is an equally pernicious mistake, and a mirror version of the first. 
So you often have the paradoxical situation that certain management 
behaviours, such as decisiveness, are singled out and praised when an 
organisation and a CEO is on the up. But when something in the envi-
ronment changes and performance is adversely affected this ‘decisive-
ness’ is relabelled as ‘impulsiveness’ or ‘recklessness.’ Oddly enough, the 
behaviour of the person concerned remains fundamentally what it was 
in the earlier period of success (Rosenzweig 2014). As I will now argue, 
rather than challenge these notions business schools have in general 
been complicit in their development.

3  Business Schools as Incubators of Hubris

The two attendant dangers with the approaches I have been criticis-
ing are hype and hubris. Unfortunately, these dangers are often pro-
moted by business schools. Consider a book written by a former Daily 
Telegraph journalist who for some reason decided that it was a good idea 
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to do an MBA at Harvard Business School (Delves Broughton 2010). 
This documents what I would describe as an endless stream of ‘heroic’ 
propaganda that the institution aims at students even before they arrive. 
They are constantly assured that they are an elite, that they are excep-
tional human beings, that they will transform the world. It is scarcely 
surprising that so many of them develop hubris.

Nor is Harvard alone in this. With two colleagues, I have studied the 
marketing materials and pedagogic approaches of most of the leading 
business schools. We reached the conclusion that these are often little 
more than primers in hubris (Tourish et al. 2010). The incessant mes-
sage from many of them is that their students have to possess truly 
extraordinary reserves of ability, determination, intelligence and judge-
ment to succeed. But it is also suggested that by virtue of the fact that 
they have been admitted to the school they already have the qualities in 
question. Students are promised that not only will they will study trans-
formational leadership, they will become such leaders themselves, and 
are already well on the road to perfection.

I am also critical of how leadership is depicted by some of the jour-
nals that we encourage our students to read. Consider a special issue of 
the Harvard Business Review in January 2007 devoted to ‘the tests of a 
leader’. Alongside this strapline, the image that adorns the cover of the 
magazine is that of a shirt-sleeved male executive performing push-ups 
on a boardroom table. This extraordinarily macho image seems to imply 
that a leader must in some way become a Superman figure. Women, 
presumably, merit scarcely any consideration.

This is pernicious guff. While it does nothing to promote a sense 
of modesty it is easy to see how it promotes hubris. Do we really need 
more leaders burdened with an excessive sense of self confidence and 
entitlement at the helm of our corporations?

Such approaches also assume that people will agree with whatever a 
given leader argues or decides. As a result, too few leaders recognise the 
need to patiently explain their ideas to other people, and actively seek 
a dialogue with them on their merits in place of a monologue. Rather, 
they assume that their visions, strategies and decisions are so self-evi-
dently wise and for the common good that no-one with any sense 
could conceivably challenge them. Dissent is viewed as resistance to be 
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overcome rather than useful feedback. This is particularly evident when 
we look at the management of change. For example, some theorists 
write about opposition to change in terms of a lack of psychological 
resilience, preference for low levels of stimulation and novelty, cognitive 
rigidity and reluctance to give up old habits (Oreg 2003). In this view, 
if you don’t like change it reflects a personal weakness on your part. 
There is undoubtedly an element of this in at least some cases. It is also 
entirely possible that resistance to change sometimes makes sense. As 
an illustration, many leaders remain infatuated by downsizing as a solu-
tion to each and every problem. While this may be sometimes inevitable 
(less often than is commonly assumed), research has long shown that it 
generally has more negative than positive effects on organizational per-
formance, including profitability (e.g. Luan et al. 2013). Nor is it hard 
to understand why those directly affected might have legitimate points 
of opposition to make! As I now suggest, these effects are amplified by 
the fact that merely having power tends to change our behaviour, and to 
do so for the worse.

4  The Harmful Effects of Power

There are many good things from having power and none of us want 
to be powerless, either in our private lives or in our work lives. But 
there are also downsides. These are considered far too infrequently in 
the leadership literature. Too often, acquiring even a modest degree 
of power unleashes our inner Führer. Look at the evidence. Lammers 
et al. (2010) designed an ingenious set of experiments with 61 sub-
jects designed to manipulate how powerful people felt. They were asked 
to recall a time when they felt either powerful or powerless. Levels of 
hypocrisy instantly increased in those who felt more powerful: they 
were more inclined to condemn cheating—but only in others; when 
given the chance to decide how many lottery tickets they would receive 
by privately rolling dice they were more inclined to lie about their scores 
in order to obtain extra tickets. The same subjects were also more likely 
to condemn tax dodging, speeding or holding onto stolen goods, but 
thought it less heinous if they did it themselves. Power, it seems, breeds 
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a sense of entitlement and an inclination to hold others to standards of 
behaviour that we cannot live up to ourselves.

In another experiment, people were given maths problems to solve 
as individuals (Langer and Benevento 1978). They were then given 
similar tasks in pairs. Some subjects were supplied with stopwatches 
and given the job of timing how long this took. In some groups, they 
received neutral labels, such as ‘timer.’ But in other two person groups 
the person with a stopwatch was called ‘the boss,’ while some subjects 
were given the label ‘assistant.’ Lastly, everyone once more solved prob-
lems on an individual basis. I find the results astonishing: those who 
had been given the label ‘boss’ showed a marked improvement in their 
performance. ‘Timers’ or ‘solvers’ showed no change in performance. 
But those who had been ‘assistants’ showed a decrease in performance.

There are, I believe, important implications for leadership. It seems 
that we are by nature highly sensitive to either the presence or absence 
of power, and fine tune our behaviours accordingly. When people have 
a label applied to them such as ‘boss’ they seem to feel more responsible 
for the task at hand, and intensify their efforts accordingly. But when 
given a label such as ‘assistant’ their competence goes down, possibly 
because they conclude that they are less responsible for the task. After 
all, there is a ‘boss’ to assume ultimate responsibility. Regardless, most 
organisations seem to stress status differentials, and many managers long 
for large offices and imposing titles to describe their role. Organisations 
typically have ‘Directors’ of every function under the sun, crowding out 
everyone else. Such titles may be unwittingly adding to the burden of 
expectation carried by their holders, while ensuring that their ability to 
do their jobs goes down in conjunction with others assuming less and 
less responsibility.

Keltner et al. (2003) illustrate this very well. They had three person 
student teams engage in a joint writing exercise together. More precisely, 
two people engaged in the task while one had the job of evaluation—in 
essence, they were allocated the role of a boss. When at a certain point a 
plate of cookies was provided the evaluators were more inclined to take 
a second one, while also chewing with their mouths open and spray-
ing crumbs in all directions. Sutton (2010: 28) sums up the leadership 
implications as follows: ‘When people (regardless of personality) wield 
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power, their ability to lord it over others causes them to (1) become 
more focused on their own needs and wants; (2) become less focused on 
others’ needs, wants and actions; and (3) act as if written and unwritten 
rules others are expected to follow don’t apply to them.’ Hubris ensues.

Other studies have found that the more power people have, the less 
concerned they are to seek out advice from others, and the less likely 
they are to listen to it when it appears (See et al. 2011). These are things 
that we tend to forget, instead joining in the widespread assumption 
that somebody having powerful people make decisions for us is a good 
thing. I think we need to remind ourselves that that is not necessarily 
the case.

5  The Example of Enron—What Not to Do

To give some specific examples we can do worse than start with Enron. 
This was the biggest bankruptcy in US corporate history, until that of 
Lehman Brothers in 2008. One indication of the hubris that ensnared it 
was that barely a year before its demise Enron had declared its intention 
to become ‘the world’s leading company,’ moving on from its ambition 
to be its ‘leading energy company.’ A banner proclaiming this goal was 
unfurled outside its headquarters. How far the mighty subsequently fell.

George Bush called one of its leaders, Ken Lay, “Kenny Boy”—such 
was the intimacy of their relationship. Lay only managed to escape 
prison by dying before he could be sentenced. The organization’s other 
main figure, Jeffrey Skilling is set to be released from prison early, in 
2019. Enron had a number of systems that illustrate the dysfunctional 
habits that I am highlighting in this chapter, and have discussed in 
detail elsewhere (Tourish and Vatcha 2005). Here, I focus on their sys-
tem of ‘differentiation’—or ‘Rank and Yank’ as it was known internally.

An internal Performance Review Committee (PRC) rated employ-
ees twice a year. They were graded on a scale of 1 to 5, on ten separate 
criteria, and then divided into one of three groups—‘A’s, who were to 
be challenged and given large rewards; ‘B’s, who were to be encouraged 
and affirmed, and ‘C’s, who were told to shape up or ship out. Those in 
the top category were referred to as ‘water walkers’. Those in the bottom 
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category were given until their next review to improve. In practice, 
however, with another 15% category emerging within six months suf-
ficient improvement was almost impossible, and they tended to leave 
quickly. Furthermore, those in category two were also now in a posi-
tion where they too faced the strong possibility of being ‘yanked’ within 
the next year. A cutthroat culture was created. The overall impact is well 
summarised by Fusaro and Miller (2002: 52):

It is clear that Enron’s management regarded kindness as a show of weak-
ness. The same rigors that Enron faced in the marketplace were brought 
into the company in a way that destroyed morale and internal cohesion. 
In the process of trying to quickly and efficiently separate from the com-
pany those employees who were not carrying their weight, Enron created 
an environment where employees were afraid to express their opinions or 
to question unethical and potentially illegal business practices. Because 
the rank-and-yank system was both arbitrary and subjective, it was easily 
used by managers to reward blind loyalty and quash brewing dissent.

Anyone who queried accountancy practices was likely, at best, to 
be reassigned or lose a bonus. A 1995 survey of employees found that 
many were uncomfortable about voicing their feelings and ‘telling it like 
it is at Enron’ (Swartz and Watkins 2003: 76). The example of Sherron 
Watkins illustrates the mind-set. Watkins was a senior employee who 
worked with Enron’s Chief Financial Officer, Andy Fastow. When she 
realised that the company’s losses would become apparent sometime in 
2003 or 2004, she drew her concerns to the attention of Ken Lay, who 
had stepped back into the role of CEO. Support was not forthcoming 
from other senior executives, who evidently feared that to acknowledge 
the problems would damage their careers at Enron. Lay’s own response 
suggests these fears were well founded. Within days of meeting with 
Watkins, he contacted the organization’s lawyers to inquire if grounds 
could be found for firing her.

It is hard to imagine more fertile grounds for hubris. Enron’s lead-
ers perched atop a pyramid of mendacity that they themselves had cre-
ated. Employees became fearful of each other, since it was in everyone’s 
interest to make someone else look bad rather than face being ‘yanked.’ 
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Cut adrift from corrective feedback, Lay, Skilling and others could easily 
convince themselves that they were superior beings, and that their cor-
rupt methods of doing business would escape detection indefinitely.

But they are not alone in having adopted such practices. The Royal 
Bank of Scotland introduced the same system of differentiation as 
Enron in the years before it too went bankrupt. To their embarrass-
ment, one of the people who did very well under it and was named 
their star performer of the year three times in a row turned out to be 
embezzling the bank of £21 million. Part of his defence in court was 
that he was under huge stress from the sales targets that RBS were put-
ting upon him (Fraser 2014). We need to pay attention to the institu-
tional mechanisms that have emerged in organisations whereby hubris, 
narcissism and the excessive concentration of power in the hands of a 
leader are amplified and made common.

We should know by now that every management practice has unin-
tended, as well intended, consequences. But when leadership is viewed 
as non-contested top down influence, it follows that openness to feed-
back ranks low on the leader’s list of priorities. It is this issue that I now 
want to consider in more detail.

6  The Role of Critical Upward Feedback

Let’s take an example from General Motors. Steve Rattner was 
appointed by President Obama to rescue the organisation after it filed 
for bankruptcy. He wrote a very interesting article in Fortune maga-
zine about his experiences (Rattner 2009). One vignette says much: 
‘At GM’s Renaissance Center headquarters, the top brass were seques-
tered on the uppermost floor, behind locked and guarded glass doors. 
Executives housed on that floor had elevator cards that allowed them to 
descend to their private garage without stopping at any of the interven-
ing floors (no mixing with the drones).’ Such was their disconnect from 
reality that when General Motors and the other companies needed bail-
out money from Washington they hired private jets to go and tell the 
politicians that they needed state support. Not surprisingly, this did not 
go down well.



6 Dysfunctional Leadership in Corporations     149

I am currently undertaking a project, financed by the Daedalus Trust, 
on hubris within the banking sector. This builds on a longstanding 
interest in how bankers often exonerate themselves from mistakes but 
are quick to claim credit for success (Tourish and Hargie 2012). One 
woman I interviewed worked in a senior position within a financial ser-
vices organisation. In a dreary echo of General Motors, her female CEO 
also had a key that meant that the lifts did not have to stop on the way 
down to the basement where her car was parked. My interviewee added 
that she had met her CEO at a Marks and Spencer’s check-out till and 
dared to exchange a few pleasantries. The following day she was rep-
rimanded by her boss for speaking to the CEO. Hubris could hardly 
assume a starker form.

These examples demonstrate an insufficiently theorised aspect of life 
in organisations: that is, the role of critical upward communication 
between leaders and followers. Winston Churchill (1941: 653) sums it 
up very well. Writing about a major disaster in the First World War, 
he observed that ‘The temptation to tell a Chief in a great position the 
things he most likes to hear is one of the commonest explanations of 
mistaken policy. Thus the outlook of the leader on whose decision fate-
ful events depend is usually far more sanguine than the brutal facts 
admit.’ To put it less grandly, most of us know this as ‘sucking up to 
the boss.’ The well-known philosopher, Homer Simpson, expressed 
this very clearly in an episode of The Simpsons where he was giving Bart 
some career advice. His key point was that Bart should always remem-
ber to say ‘good idea boss.’ Academics inevitably have a grander name 
for the process - ingratiation theory (Rosenfeld et al. 1995; Tourish and 
Robson 2006). This expresses the well-worn finding that when we have 
a power differential between two people, the person with the less power 
typically exaggerates how much they agree with the person of greater 
power in order to acquire influence over them. We are quite skilled at 
this. Thus, people tend to identify an issue of little significance where 
we express disagreement, in order to make it even more credible when 
we agree with the boss on the big picture messages that are important to 
her or him. This runs rife in leader/follower relations. It is worth reflect-
ing on the effects of such dynamics, and in particular on how it can 
encourage hubris.
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One major consequence is that it becomes more and more difficult 
for leaders to really know what is going on inside their companies. 
Good news floats to the top, while bad news sinks en route. Consider 
TV programmes like Back to the Floor or Undercover Boss where the top 
managers spend some time with lower level employees, often doing 
their jobs alongside them. In every single episode the leader is flab-
bergasted at the reality of life on the ground. This is not necessarily a 
reflection of bad behaviour in the leader. But I suggest that it is a reflec-
tion of the ingratiation dynamic I am highlighting here. If they are at 
the receiving end only or even mainly of positive feedback, leaders of 
corporations can become like a rock star with a sycophantic entourage. 
Inevitably, they will fall victim to hubris, and make increasingly poor 
decisions that threaten the sustainability of their organisations.

It is of course very human to prefer positive feedback rather than 
that which is critical. Most of us would prefer to view a movie enti-
tled ‘A Reassuring Lie’ rather than one called ‘An Inconvenient Truth.’ 
By the same token we are all highly sensitive to critical feedback. We 
react instinctively against it—what is known as the automatic vigilance 
effect (Pratto and John 1991). But this incentivises people to offer us 
more and more praise and less and less critique, even when it is the lat-
ter that we really need. Critical feedback becomes paralysed by hesita-
tion. This produces a dynamic where leaders drift more and more out of 
touch with what is happening around them, and become more likely to 
develop hubris.

President George W Bush on one occasion accidently said some-
thing profoundly correct on this issue: ‘You know a lot of time in poli-
tics you have people who look you in the eye and they tell you what’s 
not on their mind.’ People tell those who have power over them what 
they would like them to think is on their minds. They reflect back to 
the leader what they think the leader is thinking, and then pretend 
that they are in agreement with it. These might be the only wise words 
George Bush has ever spoken but I believe that they are very useful in 
this context.

It is clear that that possessing extraordinary power does not neces-
sarily have a good effect on leaders either. The more narcissistic lead-
ers are, and the more unwarrantedly optimistic their view is of those 
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organisations they lead, the more likely it is that the leader in question 
will eventually be fired (Park et al. 2011).

What do we need to do about it? I think we need a different model 
of leadership. We need to recognise that leadership is not about having 
all the answers. It is sometimes, and very often, about asking the right 
questions. It is recognising that the more difficult the situation we face, 
the more important that task is. Faced with what can be termed ‘wicked 
problems’—that is, issues that have not been encountered often or at 
all before, and where it is far from obvious what to do—Grint (2005) 
argues that effective leaders must seek a more collective view on how to 
determine a way forward. This does not mean consensus management 
or decision by the lowest common denominator. But it does mean that 
we cannot rely on the wisdom of a solitary genius surrounded by a mul-
titude of marvelling minions. This is a recipe for disaster in politics or 
in organisations. We need to recognise that in companies, as well as in 
countries, we need an active engaged citizenry. Total power in the hands 
of one person does not produce desirable outcomes in North Korea. 
Nor did it leave an impressive legacy in Iraq, Libya, Nazi Germany or 
Stalinist Russia. Why should it be any different in business organisations?

7  An Agenda for Change

Some years ago I proposed what I called ‘ten commandments’ to secure 
more critical upward feedback in organizations (Tourish 2005). These 
were:

7.1  Experiment with Both Upward and 360-Degree 
Appraisal

Such practices are no longer regarded as revolutionary, and are com-
monly employed in many leading corporations, including AT&T, the 
Bank of America, Caterpillar, GTE and General Electric. They are a 
powerful means of institutionalising useful feedback. It is of course vital 
that the feedback obtained is utilised to shape changes in behaviour.
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7.2  Managers Should Familiarise Themselves with the 
Basics of Ingratiation Theory

I have found that most top teams readily accept the notion of ingra-
tiation. During workshops I have conducted with senior managers, 
many have swapped amusing anecdotes that vividly describe the pro-
cess in action. But, in line with the great deal that is now known of 
self-efficacy biases, they then mostly go on to assume that they them-
selves are immune to its effects. Typical phrase: ‘Of course, this doesn’t 
happen with me.’ In reality, it always does. I sometimes illustrate the 
point by showering the group concerned with obviously exaggerated 
praise and positive feedback at an early stage of our discussion. When, 
later, I ask them to identify the last time someone engaged in ingratia-
tion with them they struggle to provide an example, even though they 
have just received precisely that from me a few minutes earlier. Since 
ingratiation feels intuitively more valid than criticism it is difficult to 
recognise that someone is offering it to us even when it is at its most 
blatant. Senior managers, in particular, should recognise that they will 
be on the receiving end of too much feedback that is positive and too 
little that is critical, whatever their intentions. Moreover, they are just 
as susceptible to the effects of flattery (‘Good idea, boss’) as anyone 
else. While increased awareness never solves a problem by itself, it is an 
essential first step. Managers at all levels need to become more aware of 
ingratiation dynamics, of their own susceptibility to their effects and of 
the most effective responses to adopt in dealing with it. Such awareness 
forms part of the ABC of emotional literacy. Managers without it risk 
building catastrophically imbalanced relationships with their people, 
and of developing both narcissism and hubris.

7.3  Positive Feedback Should Be Subject to the Same, 
or Greater Scrutiny, Than Negative Feedback

Without such scrutiny, positive feedback will come to predominate, 
managers will give it undue attention, and they will then go on to 
develop a dangerously rose-tinted view of the climate within their own 
organisations. In turn, this means that key problems remain off the 



6 Dysfunctional Leadership in Corporations     153

agenda, and will therefore grow worse. Managers should adopt a thor-
oughly questioning attitude to all feedback from those with a lower 
status, and treat feedback that is unremittingly positive in tone with 
considerable scepticism. Perhaps Jonathan Swift, author of Gulliver’s 
Travels, offered the most instructive advice on how to react: ‘The 
only benefit of flattery is that by hearing what we are not, we may be 
instructed what we ought to be.’ Management meetings should combat 
the tendency to bask in positive feedback, and instead focus on a regular 
agenda of questions such as the following:

• What problems have come to our attention recently?
• What criticisms have we received about the decisions we are taking?
• Are the criticisms valid, partially or completely? What should we 

change in response to them?
• How can we get more critical feedback into our decision-making 

processes?

As in all things, balance is critical. A focus only on critical feedback 
would be as detrimental as its opposite, even though, in the present cli-
mate, there is little danger of this occurring. That is not the intention 
here. Rather, the suggestion is that both positive and critical feedback 
should be probed to ascertain how accurate it is. In particular, the moti-
vation of the person or persons engaged in flattery should be consid-
ered. Flattery is best thought of as a non-monetary bribe. It preys on 
similar weaknesses. Managers should therefore ask themselves: What 
does this person have to gain by flattering me? And also: What they 
have to lose by disagreeing with me?

7.4  Managers Should Seek Out Opportunities 
for Regular Formal and Informal Contact 
with Staff at All Levels

This should replace reliance on official reports, written communi-
qués or communication mediated through various management lay-
ers. Informal interaction is more likely to facilitate honest, two-way 
communication, provide managers with a more accurate impression 
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of life and opinions at all levels of their organisation, and open up 
new opportunities for both managers and staff to influence each other. 
‘Back to the Floor’ initiatives are increasingly recognised as a useful 
means of achieving this. A key focus during such contact should be 
the search for critical feedback. By contrast, Royal Tours and flying 
visits yield nothing in the way of useful feedback. There are many 
other means by which managers can put more distance between them-
selves and head office, and less distance between themselves and non-
managerial employees. The opposite happens too often. I know of 
one University Vice Chancellor who wrote to all his staff complain-
ing that they were emailing him directly to raise issues, rather than 
go through their Heads of School and Deans of Faculty. He insisted 
that this practice should stop. It is not a coincidence that this same 
VC offended so many people in even more powerful positions that he 
was eventually dismissed. As a rule of thumb, the more reliant a man-
ager is on official channels of communication and established chains 
of command the more likely it is that s/he will be out of touch with 
the mood of his or her people. In turn, the more likely it is that they 
will develop hubris.

7.5  Promote Systems for Greater Participation 
in Decision-Making

Participation involves the creation of structures that empower people, 
and which enables them to collaborate in activities that go beyond 
the minimum co-ordination efforts characteristic of much work prac-
tice. In general, people should be encouraged to take more decisions 
on their own. Lessons can be drawn from General Electric’s famous 
‘Work Out’ Programme, where people from a large cross section of 
business units were brought together to identify ways they could dis-
mantle bureaucratic obstacles to action (Sull 2003). These techniques 
could usefully be adapted to address the feedback issues identified in 
this chapter.
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7.6  Create ‘Red Flag’ Mechanisms for the Upward 
Transmission of Information that Cannot Be 
Ignored

Organisations rarely fail because they have inadequate information. 
But they will fail if vital information either does not reach the top, or 
is ignored when it gets there. Mechanisms need to be created whereby 
problems rather than flattery get to the top, where people feel safe to 
speak truth to power, where decisions are scrutinised for their weak-
nesses as well as their strengths, and where candour prevails over con-
formity. This is not rocket science. It is a matter of paying attention. 
Help is available if we ask for it. Harford (2011: 62) recounts the fol-
lowing example from the career of the renowned General Petraeus: 
‘(in 1981) as a lowly captain he was offered a job as an aide to Major 
General Jack Galvin. Galvin told Petraeus that the most important part 
of the job was to criticise his boss: ‘It’s my job to run the division, and 
it’s your job to critique me.’ Petraeus protested but Galvin insisted, so 
each month the young captain would leave a report card on his boss’s 
in-tray.’ Can measures like this be more widely applied?3

7.7  Existing Communication Processes Should 
Be Reviewed to Ensure that They Include 
Requirements to Produce Critical Feedback

With few exceptions, team briefings emphasise the transmission of 
information from the top to the bottom. This is akin to installing an 
elevator capable of travelling only in one direction—downwards. Team 
briefings should also include a specific requirement that problems and 
criticisms be reported up. Again, balance is vital. As already noted, 
exclusively critical feedback may end up being as damaging as exclu-
sively positive feedback, and create a fearful climate dominated by the 
expectation of imminent catastrophe. No one can innovate, or work 
with even minimal effectiveness, if they confidently expect the immi-
nent arrival of the four horsemen of the apocalypse. Nevertheless, with 
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that proviso in mind, most organisations are a long way from having 
to worry about the risk of too much critical feedback disturbing the 
tranquillity of those in top positions. Targets should be set for critical 
feedback, and closely monitored. A culture change is required. In par-
ticular, managers who tell their people ‘Don’t bring me problems, bring 
me solutions’ need to re-engineer their vocabulary—they are generating 
blackouts rather than illumination.

7.8  Train Managers to Be Open, Receptive 
and Responsive to Employee Dissent

When managers behave in such a manner they are signalling receptive-
ness to entire workgroups. However, training in the appropriate skills is 
often lacking. As with many other vital communication skills, it is fre-
quently just assumed that managers will have access to the right tool kit. 
This optimistic assumption is unwarranted. Even if people have some 
notion of which tools are available to them, training is required so that 
they select the right one for each task. In improving skill levels in this 
area, we can make serious inroads on the perils of hubris.

7.9  Power and Status Differentials Should Be 
Eliminated or, Where that Is Impossible, at Least 
Reduced

The example given earlier of Enron’s ‘rank and yank’ system was 
designed among other things to instil fear and uncertainty into employ-
ees; similar approaches are employed in many companies. I believe that 
such appraisal systems give managers far too much power over employ-
ees, and make open communication virtually impossible. They should 
be eliminated—at warp speed. More broadly, status differentials can 
be reduced by blitzing some of the most visible symbols of privilege, 
such as reserved parking, executive dining rooms and percentage salary 
increases far in excess of those obtained by other employees. A grow-
ing body of research suggests that excessive and highly visible signs of 
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executive privilege undermine organisational cohesion and effectiveness. 
In particular, it promotes an ‘us versus them’ mentality rather than one 
of ‘us against the competition.’ The risks with addressing this question 
are few, but the potential gains are immense.

7.10  The CEO, in Particular, Needs to Openly Model 
a Different Approach to the Receipt of Critical 
Communication, and Ensure that Senior 
Colleagues Emulate This Openness

Many studies have shown that when people are asked to gauge the 
efficacy of communication in general and the role of senior manag-
ers in particular they personalise the issue into the role of the CEO. 
Organisations that take communication seriously are generally led by 
CEOs who take communication seriously. CEOs that are defensive, 
uncertain, closed to feedback and dismissive of contrary opinions may 
indeed get their way—in the short term. At the very least, they will be 
gratified by effusive public statements of compliance. But coerced com-
pliance is usually combined with private defiance. Ultimately, it pro-
duces a fractious relationship between senior managers and their staff, 
and organisations where managers and employees are at war with each 
other, rather than with the competition, cannot conquer new markets. 
Without a clear lead on communication at the level of the CEO, and 
his or her immediate colleagues, it is unlikely that progress on the issues 
discussed in this chapter will be made.

At the time, I thought these were radical suggestions. In the after-
math of the ‘Great Recession’, I feel they are far too timid. Winston 
Churchill famously remarked that ‘democracy is the worst form of gov-
ernment except all the others that have been tried.’ True. I would urge 
the extension of the elective principle in our business organizations. 
It is remarkable how little influence most people exercise in the places 
where they work. Outside of work, they choose governments, partici-
pate in their communities and raise children—the latter a much more 
challenging assignment than anything we face at work. But in work it 
is assumed that, for the most part, they must just do more or less what 
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they have been told. It is sometimes argued that if leaders are elected 
people will choose those who are more likely to give them an easy time, 
rather than prioritise the interests of the organization. This might be 
a convincing argument—if we were able to accept that existing CEOs 
and their colleagues are much more motivated by a wider collective 
interest than the evidence indicates is the case. Why are we encouraged 
to be so sceptical about real, meaningful participation in decision mak-
ing by people at work more than in any other environment?

I visited a creative industries company recently where everyone was 
very proud of a radical new innovation. It had been decided that a new 
meeting room required a name. Staff voted to determine what it should 
be called. Surprisingly, the organization did not disintegrate under the 
strain of this bold experiment in participative decision making. It is 
now attempting to identify other issues where people can vote on deci-
sions. I hope that these are even more important than the naming of a 
room. Here, I offer one example of just how far this can go. In reading 
it, I invite you to think of how such an approach can help to curtail 
hubris.

Ricardo Semler is President of a hugely successful Brazilian com-
pany, Semco. Delivering a presentation to business students at MIT, he 
recounted how his company makes appointments to senior roles, such 
as Chief Finance Officer.4 We all know how this is done in most busi-
nesses. In Semco, when such a position is identified employees are noti-
fied of a meeting to determine what the role will involve and what kind 
of a person is required to fill it. Anyone can attend. If you do not, it 
is assumed that you lend authority to take decisions to those who do. 
Shortlisting then depends on whether applicants meet the criteria, 
above all whether they can actually perform the core tasks identified as 
vital for the job. Those shortlisted are invited to face a grilling by any-
one in the company who attended the first meeting. This group then 
votes on how many of the short listed candidates they want to invite 
back for extended meetings with anyone in the company they wish to 
see. When this is complete, the original group reconvenes and decides 
who to appoint. Everyone, including Semler, has only one vote. As he 
pointedly remarks, why not? Once you know that they can do the job 
the only question remaining is whether they like you and you like them.
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What a marvellous opportunity this approach is to engage people in 
real decision making, take some of the load from those at the top, and 
institutionalise people’s involvement in the companies for which they 
work. What makes it so rare is that we remain trapped in hierarchical 
decision making, and are blind to the potential that surrounds all of us 
in the form of the people with whom we work. Our intellects and imag-
inations are imprisoned by heroic models of leadership. Yet if leaders 
want employees to behave like responsible adults, rather than as delin-
quent children or fawning sycophants, they have to be treated as respon-
sible adults. Naturally, this is not a panacea. But I would suggest that we 
are likely to face fewer problems when we go down this road than what 
we now experience with the status quo. We need to shift our manage-
ment practices in a more participatory direction and so really put lim-
its on the frequency of hubris. Challenging as this is, imperfect as it is, 
maddening as it is—what exactly is the alternative?

While leadership matters, we need to recognise that it is only one 
ingredient from a long list of what makes organisations soar and pros-
per, or crash and burn. In trying to do it better, we need to do it with 
more humility, more input from other people and much more aware-
ness of the danger of hubris.

Notes

1. An article by van Knippenberg and Sitkin (2013) delivers a comprehen-
sive demolition of much of this theory. See also my book The Dark Side 
of Transformational Leadership: A Critical Perspective (2013), for a discus-
sion of its effects.

2. David Brent’s misguided belief that he excelled at motivating his staff in 
the hit BBC comedy series The Office is replicated by many managers 
around the world.

3. Petraeus’s eventual fall from grace in 2012, over an extramarital affair 
and the associated mishandling of classified information, does not invali-
date the point.

4. His presentation can be seen on Youtube at the following link: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJ0FQR2gXe0. Last accessed 1 May 2015.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJ0FQR2gXe0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJ0FQR2gXe0
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Part III
Hygiene and Antidotes



1  Introduction

The most charismatic politician of the twentieth century was Franklin 
D Roosevelt. Nobody denied his charisma, even his opponents. But he 
was not a consensual figure; he knew how to handle hate. In his second 
Presidential election in the latter stages of the 1936 campaign he made 
a self-confident, hard-hitting and highly partisan speech mocking those 
Republican speakers who had attacked him. “They are unanimous in 
their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred.” Roosevelt was hubris-
tic in the sense that many politicians are hubristic, and many leaders in 
other walks of life are hubristic. I personally do not think he did acquire 
Hubris Syndrome. We could go into many aspects of his character to 
find out why he did not acquire it, but one important aspect worth 
drawing attention to was he had a cynical sense of humour. Humour 
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is one of the things that sometimes inhibits or stops people developing 
hubris. Roosevelt was America’s only four-term president. He took his 
country through the long economic depression in the 1930s, and then 
war after Pearl Harbour from 1941 to 1945.

On 11 July 1944, four months after having been diagnosed as suf-
fering from left ventricular cardiac failure he was put on digitalis by a 
young naval cardiologist (defying the Surgeon Admiral who served as 
the President’s physician). At a press conference, he read from a letter to 
the Chairman of the Democratic National Committee saying he would 
run again as President. “All that is within me cries out to go back to 
my home on the Hudson River… reluctantly but as a good soldier I 
repeat that I will accept and serve in the office if I am so ordered by 
the Commander in Chief of us all, the sovereign people of the United 
States.”

The moment that he came closest to developing Hubris Syndrome 
was in February 1937, when he tabled proposals to increase the size 
of the Supreme Court up from nine to fifteen. Jeff Shesol, the author 
of Supreme Power (2010) wrote that after the second inauguration in 
November 1936 the United States “was now closer to one-party rule 
than it had been since Reconstruction” (i.e. after the Civil War). There 
was no attempt to deny that Roosevelt’s deliberate intention, if he got it 
through Congress, was to pack the Supreme Court with more liberal-
leaning Democrat Justices. The Court had been putting down a whole 
raft of reservations and judgments, effectively neutering and sometimes 
disabling New Deal provisions on which, in fairness, Roosevelt had just 
won a thumping election victory.

When the proposals were announced the press kept on asking how 
Roosevelt could do such a thing, and why he would ignore people’s 
advice. Their answer was ‘hubris’, and certainly that was the moment 
when, if he was going to develop Hubris Syndrome, he would have 
done so. It is worth remembering the Senate then had 76 Democrats 
(the Senate was smaller back then) but on 22 July it rejected his Court 
Bill by 70 votes to 20. In less than six months he had been defeated 
by Democrats switching in a massive vote against him. In terms of 
what went wrong Shesol writes: “… it was not a choice that Roosevelt 
made impulsively. It may have been driven—to a dangerous degree—by 
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ego and emotion, but it was also the product of reason. It may have 
been wrong but it was not rash. Neither was it made in a vacuum. 
By the time of Roosevelt’s second inauguration, there was a growing 
national consensus that something had to be done about the Court…”  
(pp. 249–250). When he lost he told the Cabinet it was time to laugh 
again and he intended to have fun. In August he nominated for a 
vacancy of the nine a Senator who had voted for the Court Bill know-
ing they would not vote down one of their own. So much for any con-
tinued hostility from Democrats who had voted against Roosevelt.

An important fact to recognise about Roosevelt is that he chose 
people to be close to him whom he encouraged to argue with him; he 
wanted them to dissent, and they were given a licence to dissent. These 
people were ‘toe-holders’ and in fact the person who invented the word 
toe-holder, was a very interesting figure called Lewis Howe. He was in 
Roosevelt’s life from 1911. He used to live wherever Roosevelt was. If 
he was in Albany, as the Governor of New York, he would use a room in 
the mansion in Albany. If he was in the White House he would live in 
the White House. He was the only person of the paid staff who called 
him Franklin when he was President and he would say, “You damned 
fool” or “Goddammit Franklin, you can’t do that” or even “Mein Gotte! 
That is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard of.” He was constantly there, 
always an independent voice. He died, tragically, in the spring of 1936 
and was given a state funeral. Some people say Roosevelt would never 
have tried to pack the Supreme Court if Lewis Howe had still been alive 
in 1937.

His earliest toe-holder, and a very important one, was Eleanor, his 
wife. Eleanor was a formidable woman in her own right and many peo-
ple, in my view, underestimate her crucial contribution. After Roosevelt 
died, President Truman very wisely appointed her to be the US repre-
sentative on the UN Human Rights Commission. She became a very 
effective chairman of that body and an astute observer said about her, 
“never have I seen naiveté and cunning so carefully blended.” (Rowley 
2010) She was a New Dealer, at times when her husband was often 
wavering. She was always there in his mind, though more rarely there as 
a presence.
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Another classical case of a woman holding back her husband from devel-
oping Hubris Syndrome is Clementine Churchill, who in June 1940 wrote 
a very touching letter. If there was ever a time when Hubris Syndrome 
loomed it was probably then for Churchill. She spotted a change in 
his behaviour and said, in effect, that he was not like he used to be; she 
reminded him that he would previously have welcomed and engaged with 
new ideas, particularly from young people, who now knew that he would 
just snap at them and therefore stopped providing ideas. The text of her let-
ter (originally published in Soames (1979)) is worth quoting in full:

Returning to Roosevelt—after 1936 there was a short gap, in which 
there was no obvious replacement for Howe. Then in 1938, and for 
all the war years, the key figure was Harry Hopkins. For a long time I 
thought that Harry Hopkins was a great international expert, a strategic 
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figure, who had been brought in by Roosevelt to advise him and fill a 
gap in his knowledge of international affairs. Not a bit of it. He was 
a social worker from the Corn Belt, who knew nothing about interna-
tional politics when he came into Roosevelt’s orbit. What he did know 
was how to handle Roosevelt and learn from him. He was an extraordi-
narily clever man and had a very organised mind that went to the root 
of the matter. Judge Rosenman (another toe-holder) said he “had only 
one loyalty in life—and it was kind of religion—Franklin D Roosevelt.” 
From the basis of utter loyalty Hopkins could afford to be critical, and 
his advice was often accepted. He had a huge influence, and General 
Marshall, later Secretary of State under Truman, said he rendered a ser-
vice to his country which will never be even vaguely appreciated. When 
Roosevelt sent him to see Stalin in 1941 he had no written instruction. 
Roosevelt just wrote to Stalin ‘…treat him as if it was myself in the 
room; say to him anything as if I was there’. It was an extraordinary 
relationship, and he could talk—and did talk—frankly to the President. 
Like Howe, he too came and lived in the White House. In fact, he got 
married in the White House and brought his new wife there to live  
with him.

The other toe-holder, like Howe and Eleanor, there right from the 
start, during the making of Roosevelt after he developed polio on the 
Canadian island of Campobello, was Missy LeHand. Starting as a secre-
tary she was always called just Missy. She was an extraordinary influence 
on him. Somebody said she was his real wife. It was disputed between 
his children whether there was physically a sexual relationship; although 
Roosevelt was paralysed from the waist down he was not impotent. But 
she was always there when Eleanor was frequently not there. She would 
play poker and mix his beloved cocktails. She would even help him to 
arrange his stamp collection. But she knew how to say no to him and 
how to be frank with him, particularly in private. Judge Rosenman said 
of her, “Missy was the one person he would always listen to.” When 
Missy had to leave the White House in March 1942 after a stroke, 
as level headed a man as Rosenman told Justice Felix Frankfurter her 
stroke had been “a calamity of world dimension.” Rosenman also told 
Frankfurter she was “one of the very, very few people who was not a yes 
man, who crossed the President in the sense that she told him not what 
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she knew to be his view or what he wanted to hear, but what were in 
fact her true views and convictions.” This is the best description of what 
a ‘toe-holder’ is.

Judge Rosenman was a more emotionally detached toe-holder. A 
judge in New York City; he was from 1928 a steadying influence. 
Roosevelt was always aware of the need to stay within the law, but ready 
to go quite close. He used Rosenman often the phone, pushing ideas 
up against him, to ask in effect whether he was going too far; basically 
asking ‘Am I stretching the truth?’ Roosevelt needed this type of advice 
more and more in war time when he was living in Washington, and in 
1942 Rosenman reluctantly moved down and became a Presidential 
adviser.

By discussing toe-holders first I do not want to underestimate the val-
uable role of mentors. People who are prone to hubris need professional 
help to grapple with incipient Hubris Syndrome as it develops. Such 
people are skilled in helping to pull back the person they are mentoring 
but are not as closely involved as a toe-holder. Mentors have an extremely 
difficult role to play, and in business they are now increasingly used on 
a professional basis. They are often part of a very private arrangement 
and few know they are involved. In good companies that process starts 
20 years before they might become chief executive. One arrangement 
I know of was in a company singling out young people to be possible 
future chief executives. They sometimes spot people who they thought 
had elements of hubris developing (though they did not call it hubris 
but difficulties with human relationships). The ideal mentor would be 
an older person; from discussions with the person to be mentored they 
might choose someone he or she admired, often in the same industry but 
not necessarily from the same company. All that was required of this type 
of mentor was to build trust between them, to go out to supper or lunch 
two to four times a year and hopefully they would build a relationship 
such that the person being mentored could seek advice and particularly 
discuss general management issues such as how to handle people, on a 
broader base. It was felt this was much more effective than coming from 
the person’s own management or HR department.

Hubris Syndrome, judging by the list of identified signs and 
symptoms, more often found together than apart, is a narrow con-
cept, whereas hubris itself is a vast concept. Though rooted in Greek 
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mythology it has in modern times many different aspects. It is part of 
a spectrum of human behaviour and character, and it is a personality 
change in people who exercise power. People exercise power at every 
level in our society; we should not always think of presidents and prime 
ministers or even chief executives of large companies. Power is relative: 
the head of a school, even a primary school, exerts significant power 
in relation to other teachers. We all encounter these power holders in 
all walks of life and the public is well aware of the syndrome. I some-
times wish that important decision makers were as aware of it as the 
public. Many business schools are as yet remarkably resistant to ana-
lysing behaviour. Perhaps this is because in a way they are feeding the 
hubristic view of leadership. What is very important to remember is 
that excluded from Hubris Syndrome is anyone with a psychiatric ill-
ness, whether a depressive illness or, in particular of course, a bipolar 
disorder. Again, that is a spectrum illness in diagnostic terms today, 
much more so than when it was referred to as manic depression. Unless 
you are one on one, treating them as a patient, or working closely with 
them as a colleague, it is very difficult to be sure that there is no under-
lying mania. Hubris Syndrome was ruled out, for example, in the case 
of President Lyndon Johnson, one of the most hubristic presidents 
there has ever been, though he hid it in all levels. He was diagnosed 
by a Duke University study (Davidson et al. 2006) of US Presidents, as 
having been bipolar, and where that exists it is better to leave it as diag-
nosed and not couple it with Hubris Syndrome.

The other aspect of Hubris Syndrome, which fascinates me is that it 
is acquired. It is much easier to argue for acquired personality change 
now, after the 20–25-year-old debate on post traumatic stress disorder, 
PTSD. The medical profession resisted labelling PTSD as an illness, 
mainly because they did not think that you could acquire personal-
ity change. That reluctance goes back to Freud, Jung, and Adler and 
runs through a lot of American psychiatry, though to a lesser extent in 
Europe. Now that PTSD has been accepted, and I think rightly so, as 
being acquired it is time to convince professional opinion today that 
Hubris Syndrome is also acquired. What fascinates me on this issue is 
that if power is removed, what happens? If it is acquired, it should phase 
down, maybe go completely when the individual who has acquired it no 
longer exercises power.
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In 2007 I wrote a small paperback The Hubris Syndrome about 
Bush and Blair and the Iraq war and in 2009 an article in Brain with 
Jonathan Davidson (Owen and Davidson 2009). I had supper, with our 
wives, in Downing Street—once in December 1999 and then in the 
summer of 2002. The issues were the same: Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and 
my belief that the UK should not join the Euro against Blair’s passion-
ate wish that we should adopt the currency and give up the pound ster-
ling. What was revealing was the difference in Blair’s personality over 
the two and a half year gap. In my wife’s words after the second even-
ing he was ‘messianic’—a term now frequently used to describe him but 
previously much less so.

I have never met George W Bush, and I was therefore less certain 
about the diagnosis. But I will never forget watching him on television 
in a children’s classroom in Florida being told by an aide that a second 
plane had flown into the other tower of the World Trade Centre in 
New York. You can see the shock of the news on his face. Increasingly 
after that he began to show signs and symptoms of Hubris Syndrome: 
taking the loudspeaker from the fireman at the still smouldering site; 
later, in May 2003 when the war was literally years from being over, 
theatrically landing on board USS Abraham Lincoln with the back-
drop banner “Mission Accomplished” on it. Hubris was ever present 
in the first three and a half years of his Presidency, but after winning a 
second term he seemed to be listening more and hubris began to sub-
side after he replaced Rumsfeld as his Secretary of State for Defence 
with the level headed and experienced Republican, Robert Gates. 
Gates later went on to serve President Obama in the same role, for 
longer than many expected. Gates was a great help to Bush over imple-
menting the ‘surge’ in extra troops at the end of 2006. Senior mili-
tary leaders were opposed right up to the sending of five brigades to 
Baghdad and two further battalions of marines. The surge lasted until 
September 2007 and it undoubtedly helped settle the situation. Had 
it been done in early May 2003 the story of the Iraq war would have 
been very different. Gates described in his book (2014) the reaction to 
the new policy:
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When he retired, Bush seemed in a very noticeable way to revert in his 
behaviour and attitudes, losing much of his hubris. He did not seem 
to want to go on television, he was very honourable and friendly to 
Obama. To some of those who knew George W Bush in those earlier 
days he changed while in the presidency, and was now back as the old 
George again. This is only one man’s exposure to the stress following an 
undoubtedly traumatic experience. And there is a need to be very care-
ful in this whole area when you are studying people’s behaviour in some 
depth, not to draw too many conclusions from one or two cases. I am 
very, very conscious of that, so I try to remain wary on all those scores.

What, if anything, can be done about those who acquire Hubris 
Syndrome? It is not an accident that Franklin Roosevelt has featured 
in this chapter. After dying only a few months into his fourth term in 
1945, it became the majority view in the United States that four terms 
was too long a period for any president to serve. The Twenty-Second 
Amendment to the US Constitution was passed by Congress in 1947 
and ratified in 1951 limiting an elected president to two terms in office, 
a total of eight years. The Amendment does, however, specify that if a 
Vice President, or other successor, takes over from a President—who, 
for whatever reason, cannot fulfil the term—and serves two years or less 
of the former President’s term, the new President may serve for a further 
two full terms. Truman and Lyndon Johnson, both of whom assumed 
office after the death of a President, could have argued they were eli-
gible for a third term, but neither did and both served for less than  
eight years.
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In Addis-Ababa, Ethiopia on 28 July 2015 President Obama 
addressed fellow Presidents in the African Union and spoke forcefully 
about the region’s history of Presidents hanging on to power with little 
if any time limit constraints. He was speaking when only that month 
the President of Burundi had chosen to go ahead with elections for a 
third term. Speaking with the authority of America’s first American 
president with roots in the African continent and well into his second 
and last term he said “I think if I ran, I could win. There’s a lot that I’d 
like to do to keep America moving, but the law is the law and no person 
is above the law, not even the President.” Earlier visiting Ghana he had 
said “Africa doesn’t need strongmen. It needs strong institutions.”

The record of Presidents or monarchs staying on in office in Africa is 
a troubling one. About half of the 54 countries in the AU have already 
been in power longer than Obama. Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbsango 
has ruled Equatorial Guinea since 1979. Robert Mugabe Zimbabwe 
since 1980, Paul Biya Cameroon since 1982, Yoweri Musevini Uganda 
since 1986 and Omar Hassan Al-Bashir Sudan since 1989. Last year the 
President of Burkino Faso tried to extend his 27 years in power but riot-
ing caused the collapse of his government. In Rwanda President Paul 
Kagame, close to Bill Clinton and Tony Blair, has just made a constitu-
tional change to allow a third term.

Speaking in Nelson Mandela Plenary Hall, according to a long, 
detailed report in the New York Times, President Obama reminded his 
audience that neither China nor Russia were model democracies and 
that Mandela, like George Washington, had understood that voluntarily 
leaving office and handing over control peacefully was a powerful legacy. 
In the UK we have never had a serious debate about limiting the term 
of office of our Prime Ministers. Yet the UK under successive govern-
ments has played a prominent role for the last 30–40 years, in trying 
to persuade new presidents in independent countries, particularly in 
Africa, and particularly Commonwealth countries, to accept a two-term 
limitation on the period in which a president should exercise office. 
Why can that be the UK position overseas but not at home? We argue 
for it for everybody else but ourselves. The more one looks at the issues 
involved the more one needs to grapple with this issue soon.
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In November 2014 I tabled a Private Member’s Bill in the House 
of Lords to effectively limit to two terms the period one can be Prime 
Minister in the UK. Under the 2010 legislation introducing for the 
first time a five-year fixed term parliament this would mean 10 years 
(two terms of five years). Then to some surprise and a little conster-
nation from fellow Conservatives at the start of the General Election 
the Prime Minister David Cameron announced on 24 March that he 
would not serve a third term if re-elected. “I’ll stand for a full second 
term, but I think after that it will be time for new leadership. Terms are 
like Shredded Wheat—two are wonderful but three might just be too 
many.” This was without precedent and constitutionally a very impor-
tant statement that just might pave the way for legislation. In fact, 
Cameron left office the morning after the UK voted to leave the EU, 
despite promising to remain whatever the result.

The legislation I introduced in the Prime Minister (Limitation of 
Period of Office) Bill provided for a maximum limitation to the period 
during which a Prime Minister (“PM”) can hold office of two terms 
of Parliament under the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011, in effect a 
10 year maximum period (subject to Section 2 of that Act). I assumed 
that the fixed term limit of five years for the Parliament starting in 2015 
would remain and this looks likely to be the case under Theresa May. 
Personally I would prefer a four year fixed term as was initially proposed 
by the Liberal Democrats in the 2010 coalition talks after that election. 
It was the Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne, who proposed 
five years: perhaps anticipating a long haul before the British economy 
recovered from the Global Crisis of 2009. If that legislation were ever to 
be changed then my legislative proposal would automatically limit the 
Prime Minister maximum period of office to 8 years.

There are important lessons to learn from the Spanish experience 
with their existing Prime Minister Aznar running through a general 
election campaign, when three days before voting a coordinated series of 
bombings hit Madrid as commuters travelled into work on the morn-
ing of 11 March 2004—a tragedy that is referred to in Spain as 11-M. 
The dead totalled 191 and 1800 were injured. Later the Spanish judici-
ary found that the attacks were directed by an Al-Qaeda inspired ter-
rorist cell, though no direct Al-Qaeda participation was established. 
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Political analysts have criticised Aznar’s leadership during the crisis in 
that the impression was given that the Basque separatist movement 
ETA was responsible, when many felt at the time that the bombings 
were far more likely to have come from a terrorist grouping retaliation 
to the Aznar government’s high profile support for the Iraq War. A con-
sequence of this incident is that politicians in Spain and elsewhere are 
wary of having a “caretaker” Prime Minister during an election, one 
who is time expired and has to retire as soon as the votes are counted. 
Instead a view has emerged that it is better for a Prime Minister  
to step down well before an election is called and a successor chosen 
who is responsible for the campaign and intends to stay in office after 
the election.

In the UK, therefore, it is likely parties would ensure their leader goes 
earlier than the maximum term. In effect, with a five-year fixed term 
it would involve, in reality, a Prime Minister leaving office after nine 
years continuous or broken service and with a four-year fixed term, 
would mean a Prime Minister leaving in his seventh year of office. That, 
I think, would be the best limitation period but I doubt it would win 
support in the House of Commons.

British reluctance to fix a term for a Prime Minister has many 
roots. The most important is a feeling that MPs know what is going 
on in a Prime Minister’s mind well before others outside the House of 
Commons do. Though they have accepted pressures for a more dem-
ocratic process to modify the mechanisms for choosing the leader and 
future Prime Minister they do not want any further weakening of their 
capacity to remove their leader whether because of incompetence, 
impending dementia, alcoholism, depression or hubris: to name but a 
few factors. In recent years the toll of leaders removed, apart from as 
a result of electoral defeat, is a long one: Asquith in 1916 when alco-
holism played a part; Lloyd George in 1922 when his acquired Hubris 
Syndrome featured; Lansbury in 1935 over pacifism; Chamberlain in 
1940 when Hubris Syndrome contributed to Munich two years ear-
lier as well as failure in Norway; Churchill ageing and cerebrovascular 
disease in 1954; Eden hepatitic fevers after a surgical mistake cutting 
his bile duct 1957; Thorpe ousted because of scandal; Thatcher acquir-
ing Hubris Syndrome after the 1987 general election which resulted 
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in her being forced out following a leadership election against Michael 
Heseltine in 1990; Duncan Smith for incompetence; Blair for acquired 
Hubris Syndrome beginning in 2002, after being forced by Labour MPs 
in 2006 to give a public commitment to leave office; Charles Kennedy 
due to alcoholism; David Cameron referendum hubris.

In the case of Prime Ministers Thatcher and Blair, had there been in 
place legislative time limits of the sort discussed here the anguish and 
psychological trauma of their forced removal would have been avoided. 
Also they were pursuing policies in the latter part of their terms of office 
which were by any standard of objectivity against British interests: in 
the case of Thatcher towards German reunification in 1989 and in the 
case of Blair toward Lebanon in 2006. It would be wise to anticipate 
that this pattern of Prime Ministers wedded to retaining power is likely 
to happen again.

What about time limitations in business? For the last 20 years I have 
been a businessman, sitting on four boards of international public com-
panies. The best mechanism is that after five years any public company 
board should automatically have to consider as part of company law the 
record of the chief executive. That assessment must be a process which is 
not entirely internal and guidance must stipulate that a measure of exter-
nal assessment be introduced. If all companies comply it ensures it is not 
a criticism of the chief executive who may be doing very well for share-
holders and by other standards of corporate governance. If you make no 
exceptions then it does not raise much ‘angst’ or trigger unrest within 
the company. If the CEO is found wanting in important particulars that 
is the moment when the board decides whether they are going to go out 
to look for a new CEO and not renew the present CEO’s contract.

I have no doubt if the British Parliament were to legislate it would 
require the overt support of the Prime Minister of the day, and that 
David Cameron might have been tempted. Such an act would ensure a 
praiseworthy legacy that would impact on the British Commonwealth 
in particular. That would be reinforced if international companies were 
also seen to be establishing time limits and best procedures. This is no 
minor matter: the abysmal record of bad governance worldwide both in 
politics and in companies is very frequently accompanied by extensive 
corruption. We are not short of words we are desperately short of action.
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1  Overview

Derailing tendencies, or extremes of personality that can become dys-
functional or counterproductive, are almost inevitable among business 
leaders. As leaders move up the career ladder and increase their sphere 
of influence the impact of these counterproductive behaviours becomes 
more widespread. At the same time, the behaviours are likely to become 
more extreme and unfettered as the potential for a counterbalancing 
influence decreases. In most modern corporate structures there is no 
opportunity for, or power invested in, colleagues to contradict or can-
didly advise successful leaders who continue to rise through the hier-
archy. So the challenge is to create a model for influential partnerships 
in organisations by drawing on historical references—from monarchs to 
politicians and business leaders—to inform future directions.
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2  The Nature of the Problem

2.1  Psychology Only Goes so Far

The field of applied business psychology, and personality assessment in 
particular, provides a rich source of information to explain and describe 
derailing characteristics. Robert Hogan, a world expert on personality 
assessment and personality research (Hogan 1976, 1987, 1988, 2006), 
has devised a number of personality assessment instruments. One of 
these assessments, the Hogan Development Survey (Hogan and Hogan 
1997), measures derailers through a taxonomy that is aligned with per-
sonality disorders. This instrument enables psychologists to assess indi-
viduals and identify and interpret their derailer profiles. Psychologists 
also know how to give good, pertinent feedback and advice to increase 
the self-awareness of leaders and managers about these potential derail-
ers. But psychologists give advice from a distance; they are not present 
in the workplace and therefore cannot monitor whether the leader actu-
ally implements any strategies to manage, restrain and constrain these 
behaviours on a daily basis, over a prolonged period of time. It may be 
that there are lessons to be learned and inspiration to be found from the 
study of influential partnerships in the past.

2.2  Derailers are Inevitable

For almost every strong character in a leadership or managerial position 
there will be some downside aspects to their personality. Derailers are 
commonplace behaviours that are, essentially, overplayed strengths. It is 
unlikely, for instance, that a creative spark, someone who is truly imagi-
native and innovative and who has a completely different view of the 
world to most people, wouldn’t also have a sprinkling of eccentricity, 
a degree of self-absorption and perhaps a touch of vagueness at times. 
Similarly, a dynamic, optimistic, can-do leader probably also displays 
some arrogance at times, is perhaps a little overbearing or dominant, or 
even too forceful. A final example here would be the passionate, intense 
risk-taking entrepreneur who dares to create a totally new business 
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venture that others would not be so brave to try. But alongside these 
qualities might also be some anguished self-doubt, an edginess, perhaps 
an irritability and even a degree of anxiety.

2.3  Counterbalancing Influences Decline with Success

While it is almost inevitable that successful individuals will possess 
extreme counterproductive characteristics, the potential impact these 
have on their behaviour is amplified by the declining influence of peers 
and colleagues. Those individuals surrounding the leader have less and 
less ability to act as a counterbalance through debate, argument, contra-
diction, criticism or advice as leaders rise through an organisation.

In a survey of American CEOs by RHR International (2014), 50% 
of respondents reported experiencing loneliness in their role. Perhaps 
this should come as no surprise. The corporate world is competitive, 
political and game-playing; it is likely that friends will be lost and ene-
mies made on the way to becoming the CEO. For some, this is a price 
worth paying but it will likely lead to isolation and a lack of opportu-
nity for them to critically evaluate their performance. The resulting lack 
of self-awareness and critical evaluation of their strengths and weak-
nesses will ultimately damage their own career, their colleagues’ careers 
and the organisation as a whole.

Continuing this theme, Chamarro-Premuzic (2014) has identi-
fied what he calls the ‘Feedback Bubble’. He argues that as individuals 
acquire more power they are less likely to ask for feedback, fewer people 
are prepared to give them feedback and, on the rare occasion they do 
receive feedback, they may not be able to handle the truth.

People in power often grow more pleased with themselves, feel invul-
nerable and prefer to receive only the kind of feedback that reinforces 
their own positive image of themselves. In a study of more than 1000 
New Zealand business leaders, Winsborough (2012) discovered the 
main complaint against poorly performing leaders was that they did 
not seek or accept feedback. “With every move up the ladder, you’re 
more impressed with yourself as you impress other people,” says Geoff 
Trickey, Managing Director at Psychological Consultancy Ltd (2014). 
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“When you are massively successful you no longer feel you need to 
make any concessions to anybody because you’re now top of the heap. 
You’re admired, successful, powerful, and wealthy, so why should you 
bother with what anyone thinks?”

People surrounding the leader are fearful; few dare to risk criticis-
ing the boss. In order to fit in, they may praise or even over praise the 
leader, and of course this exacerbates the problem. “You’re on your own 
at the top,” says Trickey. “Nobody is speaking truth to power. No one’s 
telling you you’re a fool or that’s a stupid idea. Everyone’s saying how 
great it was. You’re beginning to feel indestructible so, at that point, the 
dark side is just lurking around the corner. It’s been creeping up on you 
as you’ve moved up the building.”

Finally, if leaders are ever actually given some honest feedback they 
may not handle it well. “When most people are confronted with the 
fact that they have made the wrong decision, they are unwilling to 
admit it,” says Chamorro-Premuzic (2014). “In order to save face and 
avoid feeling stupid, they engage in a range of unconscious tactics that 
help them distort reality in their favour.”

3  The Scale of the Problem

Turning to the scale of the problem, the published estimates of failure 
rates among leaders or managers are quite sizeable. They range from 
between 33% to as many as 67% (Sorcher 1985; Hogan and Hogan 
2001; Riddle 2009). In 2009 my colleagues and I published a research 
paper called ‘A Decade of the Dark Side’ (Trickey and Hyde 2009) 
that examined our archival database of people who had completed the 
Hogan Development Survey. This personality questionnaire character-
ises people along 11 different potentially dysfunctional styles of behav-
iour—overplayed strengths that could derail a career. In our sample of 
over 18,000 people, only 15% did not get a very high score on any one 
of the scales, suggesting that 85% of the population had at least one 
potentially derailing style of behaviour. In fact, 22% of the sample had 
one high scoring derailer, 21% had two, and 16% had three, with the 
remaining 26% possessing four or more.
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4  Who Dares Speak Truth to Power?

Exploring influential partnerships as a potential mechanism to rein in 
some of these behaviours brings us to a number of historical, literary, 
political and business world examples. Analysis of these cases suggests 
two main groupings of people who have, in the past, dared to speak 
truth to power. One is the jester, or fool, and the other is the trusted 
aide, who may be a long-standing colleague, spouse or partner.

4.1  The Court Jester

Beatrice Otto, in her book Fools are Everywhere (Otto 2007), describes 
the history and global provenance of the jester. She has created a list 
of specific characteristics that apply to jesters; these characteristics may 
provide the key to explain how the jester is able to speak truth to power.

• First, the jester used humour strategically to advise or criticise the 
monarch, clearly distinguishing him from other court entertainers. 
Secondly, jesters were not devious or calculating; rather they spoke 
their mind when the mood took them. Thirdly, they did not pose a 
power threat to the monarch or to those they were advising. Next, 
they had little to gain by caution and everything to gain by honesty; 
their role was to advise and to speak plainly to the monarch with 
no artifice. They were required to be candid and open. Jesters were 
peripheral to the game of politics, so there was no self-interest in the 
advice that they were giving. Their advice was not geared to their 
own personal ambition or advancement.

• Jesters were not noted for flattery or fawning, they spoke plainly. 
They were somewhat isolated from the intrigues of the court which 
made them a good confidante for the monarch. Finally, their ability 
to use humour helped them to soften critical comments and advice, 
to make the advice more acceptable and palatable to the monarch.

One of the most famous examples of a jester was Will Sommers, jester 
to Henry VIII. There is a delightful description of him, written in 
1676, which clearly illustrates his ability to find favour with those in 
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power, at the same time as speaking very plainly to the leaders (Anon 
1676, 1794). For instance, he is described as having an “easie nature”. 
He gained grace and favour not just from the monarch but also from 
the nobility. He “was no carry-tale, nor whisperer nor flattering insinu-
ator”. He did not deceive. He was not trying “to breed any discord and 
dissension”. Then there is this charming descriptive phrase that he was: 
“an honest, plain, down-right that would speak home without halting”. 
His popularity enabled him to speak plainly and for people to accept his 
criticism. Of course, Henry VIII was not the easiest of monarchs to find 
favour with.

In the world of literature there are numerous examples of the jester or 
fool, with perhaps the most famous one being King Lear’s fool. The fool 
is key to the play and tells Lear uncomfortable truths about his plans to 
abdicate and divide up his kingdom between his daughters. Although 
he criticises and reminds Lear of the negative consequences of making 
these ill-advised decisions, at the same time he endears us to Lear. He 
engages the audience with Lear and Lear’s plight through his care and 
concern for his monarch (Rosenberg 1972, 1993).

What about modern-day parallels of the jester or the fool? Are there 
any people who use humour these days to criticise people in power? In 
the western world, today’s equivalent would be with politicians, rather 
than with monarchs, and there are several examples. For instance, the 
political cartoonists who draw and write new cartoons daily to criti-
cise, mock and sometimes ridicule politicians. We also have alternative 
comedians who poke fun and criticise politicians and, of course, politi-
cal comedy television and radio programmes such as Have I Got News 
for You, Mock the Week and, in the 1980s, Spitting Image.

Here are a couple of examples, from the US comedian Jay Leno, of 
jokes targeted at politicians:

Sarah Palin has admitted she tried marijuana several years ago, but she 
did not like it. She said it distorted her perceptions, impaired her think-
ing, and she’s hoping that the effects will eventually wear off.

In an interview that was taped yesterday, President Bush said that the big-
gest disappointment of his presidency was the people who expressed bit-
terness about his leadership. And that was just at the Christmas dinner 
with his family.
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So politicians are routinely exposed to criticism and knocked down to 
size on a fairly regular basis, often through the use of humour, so there 
is, perhaps, an analogy with the jester or fool. However, these modern-
day examples of critics have more of an agenda. They often have some-
thing to sell, whether it be newspapers, a comedy show or television 
programme. Also, this type of criticism differs from that Will Sommers 
gave to Henry VIII, or Lear’s fool gave to King Lear because it is deliv-
ered, for the most part, without sympathy for the characters involved. 
These days, humour is more likely to be used to simply mock those in 
power rather than employed as a device by those who care for the lead-
ers and want to give them constructive advice.

4.2  The Trusted Aide

What about the other type of influential partnership that has been iden-
tified, the trusted aide? This person could be a spouse or partner, or they 
could be a work colleague. Whoever they are, the relationship between 
them and the leader will undoubtedly have evolved over some time, and 
of critical importance is the lack of competition or any power struggle 
between the two.

One modern-day political example of this type of trusted bond is the 
relationship between Willie Whitelaw and Margaret Thatcher. Malcolm 
Rifkind wrote of Whitelaw (2002) that it would be “highly desirable 
to have at least one Whitelaw in every British cabinet”, and continues, 
“consider the advantage of a senior minister no longer with personal 
ambition able to tell the Prime Minister, without fear or favour, when 
he was acting foolishly, improperly or in a manner that would do the 
government serious damage”. While Whitelaw clearly fulfilled this role 
of honest adviser, he was also alert to the potentially negative impact 
of Thatcher’s Hubris Syndrome and her more insensitive moments. He 
played a key role in appeasing those who might be offended and in res-
cuing Thatcher from the consequences of such insensitivity.

Another example is the relationship between Winston Churchill and 
his wife, Clemmie. It is beautifully illustrated in a letter from Clemmie 
to Churchill five days after the French had signed an armistice with 
Germany, leaving Britain alone to face the threat of invasion. Clemmie 
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prefaces the letter by begging Churchill’s forgiveness, but she feels she 
needs to address him because one of his entourage has spoken to her 
about a seeming change in Churchill’s behaviour. She says, “there is a 
danger of your being generally disliked by your colleagues and subordi-
nates because of your rough, sarcastic and overbearing manner…… You 
won’t get the best results by irascibility and rudeness. They will breed 
either dislike or a slave mentality.” (Soames 1999). This is an excellent 
example of good, constructive, honest advice from a trusted aide to a 
leader. Clemmie does not mince her words, but her position of trust 
and status outside of the power hierarchy means she can speak truth 
to power and the advice can be accepted and acted upon rather than 
shunned or scrutinised.

There are a couple of examples from the modern corporate world that 
illustrate advice that comes from a trusted aide who has been a long-
standing work colleague. First, the relationship between Larry Page, the 
founder of Google, and Eric Schmidt, his former CEO seems to fall 
into this camp. Larry Page is described as being rather insensitive, criti-
cal, probably a suspicious, hostile kind of a person with a distinct lack 
of social grace (Carlson 2014). He is apparently very socially awkward, 
avoids making eye contact and has a need for control. For instance, if 
colleagues are giving a product demonstration and the software is slow 
to load he is known to start counting out loud, no doubt distracting 
and de-motivating the presenters. So Schmidt, his former CEO, con-
trolled Page’s input in group situations. Schmidt and Page would go 
into meetings together but Page stayed to one side while Schmidt led 
the proceedings, asking Page to contribute his expertise and knowledge 
only when needed.

Another example is the relationship between Richard Branson 
and his former Special Adviser and President of Virgin Galactic, Will 
Whitehorn. Whitehorn gets a special mention on the Virgin corporate 
website, even though he is no longer with Virgin. Branson describes him 
as being his ‘right-hand man’ for a long time, and he praises his knowl-
edge and understanding of the brand and his enthusiasm. However, it 
is clear from descriptions of Branson and Whitehorn that they are very 
different characters who overcame their differences by recognizing and 
admiring their individual unique contributions. Branson’s strengths 
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are on the people side, in building relationships and having great ideas 
while Whitehorn is more into the detail, providing the logic and the 
reasoning behind Branson’s ideas. Whitehorn (2007) has been quoted 
as saying “Richard is highly intelligent but educationally dyslexic, it has 
freed him to live by his gut reaction to things, and that has served him 
well. I was brought up in a more academic environment—to find there 
was always a reason why something can’t happen. Richard hates it when 
people tell him that. He isn’t hamstrung by academic disputes. He finds 
them tedious.” Whitehorn has been described as a key tactician, with 
an intense personality that is in sharp contrast to the bubbly outgoing 
persona of Branson. Former City diarist and PR consultant Damien 
McCrystal, who has known him for 30 years, says: “He has an amazing 
mind that retains every fact he hears.” (McCrystal 2009).

But a successful organisation needs diversity of personality as illus-
trated by the partnerships of Page and Schmidt and Branson and 
Whitehorn; in both examples there is one person who has the energy 
to found the company, who has the overarching vision, but one of them 
lacks the necessary people skills to keep everyone motivated and engaged 
and happy and the other lacks the attention to detail to keep everything 
on track. They both need a counterpart advising them and moderating 
and mediating those behaviours that could, potentially, be counterpro-
ductive for relationships with their staff and for their organisation.

4.3  The Everyday

It is worth contrasting these examples of people speaking truth to 
power with the more commonplace every-day experiences in organisa-
tions. Most of the examples given above are unusual because the people 
in power could have been lampooned or criticised whilst still in power. 
Mostly, leaders who fail in the corporate world are not criticised at all. 
If their fall from grace is part of a newsworthy scandal, the media criti-
cism will probably happen after the event when it’s all too late. Fred 
Goodwin at RBS and his disastrous leadership style would be an exam-
ple of this. However, in most organisations leaders and managers are 
routinely left to their own devices. There is no restraining influence, so 
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those who engage in counterproductive behaviours continue to have 
a negative impact on those who work with them and around them. 
Unless there is an influential partnership in place between the leader 
and someone whose advice they trust there is no positive source of day-
to-day restraint.

5  Breaking Through the Taboo

Perhaps, though, we have the leaders we deserve. In western corporate 
society we tend to revere and promote leaders who are dynamic, ener-
getic, confident, decisive, bold; but these characteristics that we value 
highly, that enable people to play politics and climb to the top of the 
tree, have a downside. It’s unlikely that these types of leaders would be 
natural listeners. Intriguingly, monarchs in the past must have been 
aware of the need for a plain-speaking adviser and specifically created 
the role of the jester. These days, however, it is becoming almost taboo 
to criticise our leaders or our managers. People are fearful of losing their 
jobs if they speak up or criticise their leaders. Whistleblowers have had a 
rough time. Fred Goodwin at RBS is alleged to have sacked people who 
did not agree with him (Martin 2013). We need to try to find a way to 
break through this taboo, both at the individual level, but also at the 
organisational level to work towards creating what Bennis has called a 
culture of candour (Bennis et al. 2008).

6  From Hubris to Humility

The big challenge, then, is to apply this information to help leaders 
bridge the gap from hubris to humility. Could it be possible to apply 
strategies from any of the above examples of influential partnerships to 
relationships between leaders and a trusted adviser? Clearly, there are 
benefits to the restraining influences of those influential partnerships. 
Could there be a mechanism to help leaders and organisations create 
influential partnerships.
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There are many interventions and sources of advice available to lead-
ers these days. For example, psychologists assess leaders’ extreme person-
ality characteristics and provide feedback to increase self-awareness of 
their potentially counterproductive behaviours. 360º surveys tell lead-
ers what other people think about them and what they could do better. 
Employee engagement surveys give leaders an idea of how engaged their 
employees are, what they think about the organisational culture, the 
policies and the procedures. But, on a daily basis, how much impact do 
these have on leaders? Is it possible to go a step further? Is there a way 
that influential partnerships in business could be created so that there is 
a more regular feedback cycle?

Starting with the example of the trusted aide type of influential part-
nership, there is a sense that this kind of role could only ever evolve 
naturally. The examples given previously of Whitelaw and Thatcher, 
Churchill and his wife, Larry Page and Richard Branson and their sig-
nificant advisers, are all relationships that have been built up over a 
number of years and that are based on high levels of trust and respect 
and no obvious power struggle. However, when making critical signifi-
cant appointments there could be scope to consider recruiting a leader 
along with their existing adviser or partner, if they have one. Certainly 
this happens within the sporting world, within football, for instance, 
when coaches and managers are sometimes recruited together as a team.

Next is the jester. Would it be feasible to create a modern-day role 
for a jester or fool? It might be possible to give somebody permission to 
criticise the leader, but this would be very difficult to implement. The 
exception would be situations where the leader in question is an entre-
preneur or a founder/owner of the organisation; somebody who is very 
secure in their power base and therefore doesn’t see the jester as a com-
petitor. These types of leader are unlikely to feel threatened by receiving 
criticism from a ‘jester’, and it would probably be their idea to appoint 
someone to the position. So competition for power and status cannot 
be an issue for this type of influential partnership to work. There would 
need to be very clearly defined boundaries for that relationship and the 
leader would need to trust and respect the person chosen for the role, 
otherwise it could become something of a poisoned chalice.
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But what about those leaders and managers who do not have a 
trusted aide or adviser, or who are not entrepreneurs or founder/own-
ers? What sources of influential partnerships or restraints are available to 
them? Perhaps the time is ripe for a new breed of executive coach. While 
many people work as executive coaches, encouraging leaders to increase 
their self-awareness and reflect on their behaviour, this relationship has 
its limitations. Certainly, it is limited when we compare it to the type of 
advice given by the jester or the fool. It seems there may be scope for a 
more tough-talking coach, one who is integrated with the business.

Such a coach would need to be acutely aware of the issues arising 
from any negative impact the leader was having on colleagues. They 
would need to have an ear to the ground, elicit feedback from others 
and become aware of the sensitivities. At the same time, this new breed 
of coach would need to be given free rein to speak very plainly and hon-
estly, to give candid feedback to the leader. They would need to involve 
themselves at times with the business or organisation, or at least have 
other key informants who could monitor the situation.

Looking back at the examples of different types of influential partner-
ships illustrated here, both modern day and historical, there are some 
clear common themes that emerge. Listed below are a number of these 
themes that could help to define the key qualities that influential part-
ners need to possess in order to have a successful relationship with the 
leader.

1. The leader must have faith in and trust the influential partner.
2. The partner must not compete for power or resources.
3. The partner must have the leader’s best interests at heart, and this 

must be evident.
4. The partner must also have their ear to the ground. They need to 

know what is going on, to have an understanding of the concerns 
of the people around, within the organisation, and they must have 
a sensitivity to the counterproductive effect that the leader is hav-
ing on their colleagues.

5. They must be present as much as possible so that their influence is 
regular and frequent.
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6. The partner must be protected; they must be given permission or 
licence to give criticism, to tell uncomfortable truths to the leader 
or manager without fear of losing their job or status.

7  Conclusion

In conclusion, the impact of hubris is far-reaching; it doesn’t just take 
its toll on the leader and their advancement, it impacts on all the people 
who work around them, and, ultimately, on the organisation they are all 
a part of.

We are only human and we tend to revert to our natural style of 
behaviour if we don’t have someone constantly tapping us on our shoul-
der and reminding us of when we are tipping over into our more self-
destructive, counterproductive behaviours. It is an effort to present 
ourselves to the world in a socially acceptable way all of the time. It is 
demanding. While we might be very self-aware about our faults, inevi-
tably there will still be times when we let the mask slip and our less 
acceptable behaviours will be exposed.

Influential partnerships, we have seen, can undoubtedly have a 
positive impact on restraining and constraining leaders’ more extreme 
dysfunctional tendencies. If we could find a mechanism to help lead-
ers create sustainable influential partnerships this would clearly benefit 
leaders, their colleagues and the organisation.
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1  Introduction

Every part of the world has had its history of abuse of power, often by 
emperors, dictators and royalty. The Greeks named the phenomenon 
Hubris, and it is central to their myth of Daedalus and Icarus—a father 
and son who attempted to imitate the gods. That, in a nutshell, is the 
essence of hubris. If you are caught in it, you feel that you have a divine 
right. If you have power, money and success, over time you start to 
think of yourself as invulnerable and entitled. No wonder kings thought 
that they had a divine, god given right to their positions. What happens 
to leaders who have power, wealth and credentials is that they start to 
think that they have a right to all of it and other people don’t.

Their excessive pride and extravagant self-confidence make them look 
like powerful leaders. When that happens, hubristic leaders lose touch 

9
Preventing and Curing Hubris in Leaders

Karen Otazo

© The Author(s) 2018 
P. Garrard (ed.), The Leadership Hubris Epidemic,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57255-0_9

193

K. Otazo (*) 
Karen Otazo Global Leadership Network, Midvale, UT, USA



194     K. Otazo

with reality and forget about the people they are leading. Many political 
leaders have moved in and out of the Hubris Syndrome. Usually it takes 
years of power to push them into it. According to the research done by 
Lord Owen, George W. Bush moved into full-blown Hubris Syndrome 
after 9/11. This was characterized by a lack of interest in follow-through 
and details. For Margaret Thatcher, that did not happen for nine years 
after her win in the Falklands. With the Hubris Syndrome the hubristic 
leader imagines that their view is reality and everything else is untrue. 
That happened to both Tony Blair and George W. Bush (Owen 2012).

Leaders with Hubris Syndrome often take action first, especially 
those actions that make them look good, then think about the conse-
quences later. Their restless and reckless way of acting along with their 
messianic way of talking makes them look action oriented like Donald 
Trump. Women like Hillary Clinton or Theresa May are more likely 
to carefully consider all of the variables, and this may make them look 
overly cautious. However, hubristic leaders have an overwhelming 
 arrogance—a feeling that they are entitled to bully and intimidate any-
one less powerful, verbally and physically, especially women and those 
in lower positions. They think that they are always entitled to more 
and don’t even need to listen to others, even those who are serving their 
needs.

2  Avoiding Hubris

Two well-known leaders, Angela Merkel and Abraham Lincoln, were 
able to avoid being pulled into the Hubris Syndrome as a result of the 
deprivation and trauma of their childhoods. It is ideal if someone can 
develop empathy and compassion early in their lives and carry those 
into their leadership experience. Otherwise, it is almost inevitable that 
leadership hubris will happen over time with power and success.

Whatever helps you swallow your pride helps you lead without 
hubris: a leader’s self-knowledge and awareness can do that. The power 
of position puts leaders into a manic state that gets the leader energized. 
Rude, selfish, behaviour develops, such as interrupting others, abus-
ing them and treating them with rudeness and intolerance. They feel 
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as if they can get away with anything. It is much easier to stop these 
behaviours before they start. Leaders gain power from their positions 
the more time they put in. Many, if not most, politicians have turned 
hubristic.

So, to avoid this, it is essential for a leader to maintain the follow-
ing nine qualities. If a person reminds themselves to always show these 
qualities and practice these acts, not only will the person become “nicer” 
for the sake of personality, but it will actually help his/her business life 
in securing their career. They will have a noticeable change in outcome 
and in the quality of their decisions.

2.1  Generosity

Generosity is a quality that is the opposite of selfishness. Generosity 
in action means giving time, money, food, and kindness. You might 
give away things or money or put others before yourself. Generosity 
of spirit is more powerful yet vital for leaders. When you are forgiving 
and gentle to people, you show generosity. When you give others help, 
credit, and respect, regardless of social status, you are being generous. 
The world would be a better place if more people showed generosity of 
spirit. Generosity of Spirit connects with St. Augustine and his  concept 
of Caritas, or neighborly love as well as the Jewish term mensch, a good 
human being. Buddhism maintains that no spiritual life is possible 
without a generous heart.

A person who is generous is generally considered a magnanimous 
person. Generosity and magnanimity are valuable in leaders, as they 
indicate a commitment to be high-minded and honourable. People 
who have generosity of spirit take complete responsibility for their lives. 
They do not blame others or circumstances for their problems. They do 
the best possible things for all concerned.

I have encountered a couple of situations where lack of generosity 
can end a person’s career and honourability, but they then use gener-
osity to turn everything back around. Here is one example. A highly 
 successful entrepreneur was vigilant about competitors. When compa-
nies dared to challenge his company’s hegemony in his field he bought  
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them or crushed them. Then the EU sanctioned his company for being 
a monopoly. He turned away from his former ways and started looking 
at the world with new eyes. With a realization that his money might 
rid the world of terrible diseases like malaria and polio he generously 
devoted part of his fortune to do the right thing, unlike other entre-
preneurs who have used money, power, and position to bully others. 
This entrepreneur has encouraged many like him around the world to 
join him with their generosity. All of his hard work and new generous 
endeavours have allowed him to be once again respected in the business 
community, especially among his peers.

To prevent the beginning of that story, creating a special group to 
encourage generosity has worked to raise money. Connecting with peers 
is one of the best ways to encourage individuals be part of a group that 
is generous. Here are some easy ways in which busy leaders, who need 
to stay grounded could be generous:

 1. Giving donations to reputable causes you support. Give enough so 
that the amount is meaningful and useful.

 2. Volunteer for the nonexecutive boards of the groups you support.
 3. Offer a coaching session in your area of expertise.
 4. Celebrate the successes of others.
 5. Give time or money without expecting anything in return.
 6. Stay positive to help others be optimistic.
 7. Offer your time and expertise to support and facilitate an organiza-

tion or group—not to control it.
 8. Use your energy to energize others and get them going.
 9. When needed, be willing to step in and lead, if only for an interim 

period.
 10. Go out of your way to promote and publicize worthy people, 

organizations and causes.

2.2  Graciousness

Graciousness is a demonstration of tact, kindness, warmth, elegance, 
or courtesy to others. Since it is often a hallmark of wealth and good 
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upbringing it may refer to indulgence towards people who are lower 
in the social ladder. Graciousness is used in reference to a merciful and 
compassionate God in both Christianity and Islam.

The British national anthem starts: God save our gracious Queen.  
The queen, a queen’s mother, or a dowager queen may be called “Her 
Most Gracious Majesty.” The only change for a king would be to change 
Her to His. Royalty are expected to be the embodiment of graciousness 
in all they do. The term “good upbringing” usually refers to those who 
have been taught to behave politely and properly to everyone in all cir-
cumstances, which sometimes is associated with wealth, but not always. 
Their family and friends are often role models.

Graciousness is an essential trait for any leader, even those not in 
royalty. Possession of this extra trait, this form of being, allows for one 
to understand so much more and to have many more doors open, just 
like my client Shigeki. Shigeki had just been appointed to the leader-
ship position of Managing Director in the Tokyo office of a multina-
tional company. As a rite of passage, he had gone to a management 
programme in London, part of which required him to attend a perfor-
mance of a Shakespeare play in London. The other training programme 
participants were all native English speakers. Although Shigeki spoke 
English at work, the archaic language of the play was not easy for him 
to understand. Then the programme facilitator gave a lecture on the 
characters and the meaning of the play. He was unsure how the play 
and the lectures would help him be a better leader. When he got back 
to Tokyo he asked for executive coaching help to get the most out of 
his leadership training experience. The executive coach acted as an inter-
preter for his experience so that Shigeki could find the courage to prac-
tice what he been exposed to in order to become a better leader. Once 
he learned how a gracious leader should act he started practicing. We 
found an acting company in Tokyo for him to join so he could prac-
tice. We kept in close touch by email for the next year while he took 
on as many leadership roles as he could handle, acting at night while 
he worked at his day job. That year was a life changing experience for 
Shigeki. He grew in his leadership ability and in his family relation-
ships. To his amazement, the theatre experience practicing graciousness 



198     K. Otazo

helped him improve his group’s work performance enormously and 
rewarded him with a promotion.

To practice graciousness, the following were effective:

 1. Carefully thinking out and practising (the way he memorized his 
lines for plays) everything he said to others at work. He spent a lot 
of time practising at home so that his children learned how to do the 
same.

 2. Meditating each day at home and for short periods during the day 
for focus and relaxation.

 3. Ensuring that he was pleasant and kind to everyone.
 4. Making sure to introduce visitors.
 5. Paying attention to each employee for some time each day.
 6. Making sure to thank others, for even the smallest gestures.
 7. Making sure to never put anyone down.
 8. Paying attention when others talked.
 9. Making sure to recognize and praise others in little ways.
 10. Always being courteous.

2.3  Respect

Respect for people is acknowledging and showing that they have  
value in themselves. Respect in action includes using good manners 
with everyone from the least significant person to the most powerful. 
Einstein said that he spoke to everyone in the same way ‘…whether he 
is the garbage man or the president of the University’. A lack of respect 
can create many enemies, people who would not mind seeing you in 
ruins. Disrespectfulness is extremely powerful, as my client proved to 
everyone around him.

Peter was in his dream job as the Managing Director of a top Fortune 
Global 500 company. He had risen up the ranks by taking on the most 
difficult projects around the world and making them work. From 
Africa to Malaysia he developed excellent relations with every country’s 
political and industry elites. Peter had a reputation for ensuring that 
his projects were on time and on budget. He did this by pushing his 
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company’s employees to work around the clock. He was so driven that 
he begrudged taking the time to listen to employee presentations. Peter 
pushed his way forward so that he reached his goals.

He didn’t sleep easily or wake easily and he looked sallow and sick 
most of the time. When anyone came to talk with him he would say, 
“This meeting has a hard finish. You must stick to the time limits.” If 
the presenters were lower level employees, he would interrupt them and 
make deprecating comments as they spoke. He would even do that with 
his direct reports. Once he left remote locations and came back to head-
quarters, his reputation really deteriorated.

At the same time, his head of finance was so irritated that he searched 
for a way to retaliate against Peter to make him look bad. When he 
found an ambiguous accounting discrepancy and reported it to the 
board, Peter became aware of his treachery. In astonishment, he won-
dered what had happened to make a colleague of long standing turn 
against him. When he eventually took the time to have a discussion his 
CFO the situation became clear. He saw that it was time for a change 
in attitude, for an ‘injection of respect’. He needed help to get along 
with those who could sabotage him. One of his fatal flaws was about to 
sink him. That was when he acquiesced to working with an experienced 
executive coach and thinking partner.

In effect, he needed to find a way to get the people he dealt with to 
feel easy meeting with him instead of shaking in their shoes at the very 
thought of him. There had been many complaints over the years that he 
had ignored, because he was successful. He could not ignore them now.

Our work together started with a comprehensive structured inter-
view looking at his entire career. In the process he revealed that he had 
always felt inferior since he had grown up in an impoverished working 
class family a long way from his country’s capital. Having gone to state 
schools, he wasn’t one of the top candidates for special executive track 
programs at top companies. He clawed his way to the top with his skills.

He was able to admit his fears and feelings of inferiority, even crying 
in the process. One big fear was that if he was too nice to subordinates 
he would be subordinating himself to them. Peter was taught that if he 
treated others with dignity they would kick him around. He would get 
into a manic state that helped propel him into action. When he pushed 
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others he would feel more powerful. He especially did not know how 
to work with executive women. Peter didn’t want female executives to 
think that he was flirting with them. He would sarcastically say that he 
couldn’t listen to a female executive with ‘that hair’, if her hair was frizzy 
or messy.

After interviewing a variety of coworkers whom had met with, or 
who had presented to him, his behaviours became clear. The cowork-
ers included not only Peter’s subordinates but their subordinates as well, 
plus his entire team and the board. His lack of respect for all but board 
members played out in many ways. After working on what he learned, 
he could more effectively personify respect. Specifically, Peter:

 1. Learned to lower the stress of subordinates at meetings by letting 
them know how he would like his information. He preferred short, 
to the point presentations with no more than three to five unclut-
tered slides.

 2. Did not put down any employee in public or private.
 3. The lower the level of the employee, the more time he allocated for 

a relaxed give and take at their presentations to allow for follow up.
 4. Stopped working on his computer or smart phone during presenta-

tions (his Respect App cutting the devices off during meetings).
 5. Spent short periods several times a day in meditation for stress man-

agement and serenity.
 6. Said part of an Anglican prayer that he loved whenever he became 

irritated or wound up.
 7. Stopped worrying about looking the part of the senior company 

executive and how others looked.
 8. Thanked all presenters and meeting participants.
 9. Realized that not respecting himself was a choice that messed up 

his thinking in his childhood, while his respect for others would not 
bring back the bullies but vanquish them.

 10. Learned that giving respect eradicated his shame about lack of a 
high-end university education. The act of giving freed him.

To consolidate his personification of respect Peter worked to ensure 
that his team did the same. One of his subordinates, Wally, was treating 
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every low level employee without respect. Worse than Peter, Wally was 
contemptuous of the company drivers who had to drive him to the air-
port; it was so gruesome that they took turns, driving him only when 
necessary. Some of them paid the others to take their turn just because 
of Wally’s attitude. One older driver with slightly darker skin was slow 
to pick up suitcases. He was always there to do his job and felt that he 
deserved to be treated with care considering his many years of service. 
He was very respectful to all the executives. He simply couldn’t jump 
and run for them.

Wally expected that he would have his own driver, like Peter. He felt 
that since he deserved Peter’s job, he should get the perks as well. His 
assistants typically lasted 3–4 months and moved on since it was a big, 
respected company. One of the tests of Peter’s personification of respect 
was being able to put up with his subordinate’s lack of respect. As Peter 
developed his sensitivity for respect, he was able to somewhat put up 
with Wally’s lack of it, but started working with him to improve.

2.4  Limits

Limits can include adhering to all laws, rules and regulations to ensure 
that people coexist with an assurance of health, safety and confidence. 
Yet adhering to limits is not solely complying with rules, regulations, 
and laws. At its core, not doing something because you can get away 
with it, or ignoring the limits can destroy civil society. Without lim-
its we have tyranny and chaos. Having lived in China for many years, 
I was able to observe the arbitrary lack of limits in rules, regulations, 
and laws that included care for regulations of maintenance and care for 
machinery. With scant history of nothing more mechanical than bicy-
cles, attention to machine safety was something not widely present in 
the culture of even the companies there.

It was shocking when a well-known energy company acted like 
a third world country, with a series of avoidable and deadly mishaps. 
These included a deadly refinery explosion with 15 employees dead and 
many more ill, and the Alyeska Pipeline leaks. The well-known com-
pany had acquired two American energy companies, both of which 
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had superb safety records. As I was an employee of one of them I saw 
some of the problems first hand. For instance, a company I had for-
merly worked for had run a mechanical pig through the Trans Alaska 
Pipeline (TAPS) to check for leaks every six months. The whole com-
pany cheered when the Pipeline got a clean bill of health. The acquiring 
company only ran the mechanical pig through TAPS once leaks were 
discovered, ten years after the acquisition.

The head of the well-known energy company had been rewarded for 
his business success. Nicknamed by employees the “Sun King” for his 
management style, he pressed employees for quick returns with rela-
tively low investment. His lack of limits, his lack of concern for safety 
and need to cut corners everywhere caused him to go on trial for negli-
gence. Even during this it was claimed that this member of the House 
of Lords had bragged that safety didn’t matter since it cost too much 
and reduced profits. An employee death would only “cost about ten 
million dollars;” that didn’t significantly reduce the energy company 
profits.

Breaking the limits, legal and regulatory, forced this hubristic leader 
to resign. Regardless of this experience, he was replaced by another 
hubristic leader, which meant that the company made no real changes 
in the way it operated. About three years later the company managed 
to have one of the worst industrial accidents in US history, with eleven 
dead and millions affected in the short and long term. The effects may 
last in perpetuity.

As a classical hubristic, the head of the company ignored the needs of 
the employees and of those affected and complained that he wanted his 
life back because dealing with the new accident was difficult for him to 
handle. The difficulties included internal, external, governmental, and 
community issues. The lack of attention to the limits to save time and 
money resulted in gross negligence and reckless conduct that are typical 
of the Hubris Syndrome.

The details of the cause of the whole thing are the following: the 
three Blow Out Protectors (BOP) were designed to prevent explosions, 
but the company gamed the BOP permitting system by obtaining a 
new permit every day, even though it was supposed to plan ahead. One 
BOP was redesigned, one was missing and one was replaced, and all 
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were improperly maintained. These vital safety protectors were treated 
as a cost to be eliminated even though they were part of the basics of 
doing business safely. They were examples of “penny wise, pound 
 foolish” mistakes that hubristic leaders often make to ensure getting 
bonuses and looking good on the balance sheet. The original Lord was 
the role model.

There were many vital changes to be made to ensure a viable and 
successful future for this well-known company. In addition to general 
cost cutting measures, to pay for the record-setting government fines 
and penalties for breaking the legal and regulatory limits the company 
restructured its business portfolio. It became obvious that the replace-
ment CEO of the well-known energy company could not handle their 
latest mishap. It was time for a new CEO and new thinking.

The new American CEO brought in an American thinking part-
ner for all executives and the organization to work together. The move 
opened up options for individual and group coaching support. The fol-
lowing were some organizational and leadership adjustments that made 
a big difference in adhering to the limits:

1. Health Safety and Environmental concerns and actions take prece-
dence in meetings.

2. Regulatory colleagues should be invited into meetings to encourage 
open communication with them.

3. All leaders are responsible for assessing and supporting employee 
morale regularly in small ways and occasionally in larger ways.

4. Community Relations are every leader’s responsibilities. Regular 
meetings and connections are important.

5. It was time to discard some of the constraints of hierarchy to ensure 
that the opinions of Operations are elevated.

6. Clarify the lines and frequency of communications with weekly 
checkups.

7. Restructure the Washington office to keep in touch with regulators.
8. Identify some employees as connectors who are responsible for con-

necting across the white space on the organization chart.
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2.5  Trust and Loyalty

You need people you can trust, but how do you get them? While it 
might seem ideal to surround yourself with people you have known for 
years, they may not be the best choices for new leaders and for candi-
dates in business and politics. As comforting as that option may appear, 
it can be dangerous to cut yourself off from new ideas and points of 
view. It pays to put in the time and effort to build mutual trust with 
experts, as well as old and new colleagues who will support you in your 
leadership position. This reciprocity is essential; however efficient and 
knowledgeable you may think you are, you will not be able to do your 
job in isolation in spite of what your personal hubris convinces you that 
you can do.

There is no formula for generating trust: trust is a gut feeling, some-
thing that evolves through shared experiences. However, in building 
effective trust in your leadership position, it can be helpful to consider 
what kind of trust you need, and in whom. That is vital for your suc-
cess. And you regularly test everyone you work with. There are four 
major types of trust to think about and test as you work with new and 
known people:

2.5.1 Get-it-Done Trust

Get-it-done trust involves knowing that others, like your team, will 
meet commitments on time and within budget and will alert you to 
any potential delay or problems. This is vital with anyone to whom you 
delegate tasks. You test this kind of trust by making small requests and 
noting how and when people get them done. Then you’ll know whom 
you can trust when a crucial project with an inflexible and vital deadline 
comes along. You can nurture a climate of get-it-done trust by making 
it clear that people should come to you with any concerns about meet-
ing deadlines as soon as they have them. Even if you get staff assigned 
from previous leaders or from the civil/ government service system, you 
must make sure that they have doable deadlines with consistent clarity 
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of expectations. Deadlines are magic. Treat them with respect and fol-
low up with them so that they matter.

Note that your experience with trusted staff that gets things done can 
fool you. It doesn’t mean that they can do other things that you need. 
A great meeting planner may know how to do appointments but may 
NOT be able to leap into a full assistant position which requires prior-
itizing for others and high level decision making.

2.5.2 Expertise Trust

Expertise trust occurs when you can depend on someone’s special knowl-
edge or ability. There is no one who has special knowledge about every-
thing, but it is vital with any experts with whom you work. You must be 
certain that their advice is sound and their knowledge current. It is pure 
Hubris Syndrome to believe that you don’t need experts. For example, 
when engaging a consultant to advise you, you should check that his 
or her experience includes the kinds of situations your administration 
or your business may be facing. You need to become acquainted with 
experts who will give you the real situation you are facing and the whole 
picture whenever you ask them, or even before. You test expertise trust 
by double-checking the information you are given until you feel con-
fident in someone. That is especially important when you are in other 
countries where your gut feelings may not be as accurate.

2.5.3 Political-savvy

Political-savvy trust comes from knowing that your team and colleagues 
understand workplace or political norms and how to play the organi-
zational or political game. It is bound up with confidentiality and dis-
cretion and is important in any colleague with whom you work in 
confidential ways. Being great at getting things done, or being experts 
in their field is no guarantee that colleagues deserve political savvy trust. 
Your creative staff member who can come up with great off-the-wall 
ideas may not realize the importance of keeping these low profile so that 
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her staff doesn’t think that they’re a done deal until the ideas have been 
vetted and passed by others.

2.5.4 Structural Trust

Structural trust is needed whenever you work with people from else-
where in your company or your party. It comes from knowing that 
someone in another department can put the interests of the entire 
organization, or party before his or her own, and give credit to others 
rather taking total ownership. Since resources are often stretched and 
different departmental interests often don’t coincide, developing total 
structural trust is tricky. You can generate a good working trust by 
establishing clear frameworks in advance, rather than taking blind leaps 
of faith. You should agree on how to resolve conflicts among depart-
ments and groups before the need arises. If you have a policy or proce-
dures in place that will help your team members ‘play fair’ when they 
work across the white spaces on the organization chart, it will be easier 
for everyone to develop trust.

The rules in place make it easier to work together, but loyalty is a 
mixed bag. Family members and long-term friends are attractive 
choices. President John F. Kennedy used his brother Robert as his clos-
est advisor. Luckily they had great trust in each other and a first class 
education with worldwide experience and a superb network. Using a 
family member may be comfortable but not necessarily the right choice 
for everyone.

Each occasion for dealing with others, however low-key, is a chance 
to test their trustworthiness. Give new people a chance to prove them-
selves. If someone breaks your trust once, you should be wary of ask-
ing for his or her support with anything important in the future. But 
try not to get hung up on a single incident; you’re looking at behaviour 
over time. Telling you something you do not want to hear is not a break 
in trust, it may be what you want and need. It shows how trustworthy 
someone is since it is in your best interest to get a heads-up about other 
ways of thinking. Watch out if you only want agreeable opinions.
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Think of the ways new colleagues can earn your trust then open those 
paths for them. Trust develops over time. Be conscious of earning and 
granting trust as you work with people. If you need to get tough feed-
back you may want an outside consultant or coach if you are wary of 
hearing anything negative.

2.6  Decency

The American presidency was shaped by the values and ideals of the 
first president, George Washington. He had the ideals of patriotism, 
selflessness, and emotional self-mastery. These came with Washington’s 
faith in public service that echoed the Ancient Romans, especially Cato. 
Serving one’s country was his highest ideal. Washington talked about 
the conflict with England not in terms of America or justice. He fought 
in the name of goodness, honesty, rectitude, and decency. Washington 
personified rising above the fray when he rode around his plantation 
in Virginia on his horse to obtain a perspective of all he surveyed. He 
endeavoured to take the same perspective in public office. Since the 
political currents and rivalries were at least as strong, the first US presi-
dent stayed above them all.

How did he do that when there were double crosses, fierce rivalries, 
false news, and a yearning to go back to the divine right of kings? What 
gave George Washington the strength to deal with the same issues fac-
ing the office in the modern era? Washington was clear that the republi-
can way of government had to remain. No matter how often he had to 
solve the disputes between Hamilton and Jefferson or had to deal with 
John Jay’s reluctance to do his duty, he maintained the general morale 
and endeavored to consistently do the decent thing for the new country. 
When he heard the cheering crowds, Washington worried about how he 
could live up to what people expected of him. He felt that there was a 
moral burden for him to govern with compassion.

The US Presidency had an early role model to emulate for the coun-
try’s beginning, yet a recent holder of the position was more reminis-
cent of the days of kings than a constitutional office. After the initial 
inauguration, he was concerned that the attendees were fewer than for 
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his predecessor. The most recent photographs of his inauguration on 
January 20 showed low attendance. At his insistence, his staff provided a 
much more crowded photo taken of the Women’s March on January 21. 
That was reminiscent of Phillip IV of France having his image inserted 
into a painting of a military victory instead of his brother who won the 
battle in The Netherlands. Typical of a hubristic leader, he had to be the 
best and have the best, even by lying.

Since kings can make most things happen by proclamation, the new 
President began using the presidential version called executive orders. 
Evidently, some of these may not have been consistent with the US con-
stitution. Less than a week on the job he had moved on more objectives 
than his predecessor had in years. Hubristic leaders like to keep moving, 
sometimes becoming manic. They can be impressive in their speed. Yet, 
informing those around them first would be the decent thing to do.

For his inauguration pageantry, he had had built something special 
in his country’s capital. In order to have it ready in time this hubristic 
leader had authorized around the clock construction work to finish in 
time for his photo op and publicity. He lived up to his hubristic reputa-
tion when he refused to pay the legally required overtime. Paying for 
what he requested would have been the decent as well as legal thing to 
do. Just starting his time as a powerful world leader, he was in the full-
blown Hubris Syndrome. He obviously had not a care for the details 
resulting from his actions.

2.7  Humility

Humility is the capability of being humble and letting others take credit 
and not tooting your own horn. It is the opposite of egotism. Typically, 
leaders are not heavily admired if they are humble. Amazing but true, 
leaders who are brash and braggarts are seen as confident. Humility is 
associated with religious meekness. In actuality, humility is a reflection 
of emotional intelligence in leaders who can regulate their own emo-
tions and get along with others. They allow others to shine and even 
invite them to take the limelight and more.



9 Preventing and Curing Hubris in Leaders     209

Like few leaders the world has known, Lincoln proved that any lead-
er’s first and greatest victory is always that over his own ego and pride. 
For him, humility was the maturing of what we now call emotional 
intelligence (EQ), controlling and putting aside your own strong feel-
ings. This president always kept his values and goals in mind; what he 
did was for the greater good. He judged every action through that lens. 
He was the opposite of hubristic.

Leaders can be commanding to others with their words, their tone 
of voice and the strength of their oratory. Lincoln commanded him-
self first. And with his self-command he practiced humility. Instead 
of diminishing his rivals, who had made fun of him and his awkward 
appearance, he acknowledged their skills and capabilities. He was hum-
ble enough to admit that he was learning on the job every day.

A visitor to the US needed a dose of Lincoln’s humility. Dimitri was a 
foreign leader visiting the United Nations on First Avenue in New York 
City. It was an important visit. His interpreter was confused working 
with him. He was carefully turning Dimitri’s Russian into English for 
the audience. The interpreter’s work was for naught: Dimitri immedi-
ately answered questions in English before the interpreter could get a 
word in edgewise. Yet when the audience asked for specifics, Dimitri 
said in Russian, “I don’t understand the questions. They make no sense.”

Dimitri spoke in such a commanding tone that everyone paid atten-
tion. He sounded like a general. He was a powerful orator who was so 
strong that everyone wanted to know him and align with him. In fact, 
the American President was always complimenting him. Then he would 
turn around and compliment the President. He would raise one eye-
brow when questioned and would say “I’ve created jobs in my country 
and I can help you do the same in your country.”

He was over the top egotistical; this has meant glamour and glitz 
and having the best dachas, or country homes, best limos and beauti-
ful, subservient women surrounding him. One of his personal goals was 
to garner a position as the head of a US company the way Gerhardt 
Schroder did in Russia at Gazprom. He needed to appeal to Americans 
who might be put off by his manic kind of Attention Deficit Disorder 
(ADD) which kept him constantly on the move amassing fame and 
fortune.
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Dimitri thought ego was just great, that it was what keeps the world 
moving. When he was told that he should act with more humility he 
answered that he did not want to be a monk, unless it was Rasputin 
who was ruthless and strong. Since he was self-absorbed, Dimitri loved 
his own swagger and his success with land grabs and women. When he 
was asked to tone down his bragging and intolerance to prepare him-
self to take on a US leadership position he got some guidance. After all, 
the US political leaders said that he was very smart; his attitude was the 
only thing that needed a change. He could learn new ways of acting. 
Here are the areas he worked on:

 1. Being genuinely thankful for the work that others did on his behalf.
 2. Showing thanks by recognizing others’ capabilities.
 3. Helping out friends and acquaintances regularly.
 4. Being modest about his achievements.
 5. Giving others credit.
 6. Encouraging teamwork and mutual support.
 7. Developing a set of values, in addition to self-interest, as a guide to 

making decisions.
 8. Soliciting input from experts, team and colleagues to make decisions.
 9. Being willing to wait to check with others rather than act 

impetuously.
 10. Practising meditation for calming purposes. Even doing this for 

short periods of time makes a difference.

You know that you are developing humility if you are kind and cour-
teous and speak well of people who have spoken ill of you. It takes 
humility to hire enemies as Lincoln did if they are the best for the job. 
The key for humility is to make decisions based on the highest possible 
good for all. This can be a big change for a leader caught in the Hubris 
Syndrome. It can take a longer time period with supporting successes to 
initiate the process of transformation for a leader. There are skills and 
behaviours that change relatively easily. Humility is not typically one 
of them. It is usually developed as a result of childhood and tough life 
experiences.
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Steel needs to be tempered in very hot fires. Great leaders need to be 
tempered with real life experiences. Just as a cushy and easy life doesn’t 
encourage humility, great leaders can learn from overcoming obstacles. 
But their learning from their lessons of experience on the job, whilst 
always supporting people, is exactly the way that great leaders learn.

2.8  Self -Awareness

Self-awareness is developing a conscious knowledge of your own nature, 
feelings, desires and actions. Being self-aware means knowing your 
motivators and determining whether they’re reasonable and your actions 
make sense. Sometimes, having this trait can really make the distinction 
between success and failure. David was a successful young entrepreneur 
in a major US city. His father, Julius, had provided him with enough 
money to get a foothold in the family business. At the same time he had 
introduced Dave to his own circle of friends and contacts. But Dave 
had different motives and expectations than his father. He floundered a 
bit in the early days and made many mistakes.

He realized that he needed some hard, non-biased advice. That was 
when he engaged an executive coach and thinking partner, something 
he had not done before.

The steps he took:

 1. Working with a thinking partner, he took the MBTI Type 
Indicator and had the executive coach conduct feedback interviews 
with his team. The most useful inventory of all was the Motivation 
Questionnaire which revealed what gave him energy and motivated 
him [Niche Consulting 2005–2017].

 2. With his new knowledge, David built a team to complement his 
skills and preferences. His team was very much like a stock portfolio 
with some steady stocks and some risky ones.

 3. With self-awareness, he assessed his team with new eyes.
 4. He learned to observe himself by creating a “David 2” who could 

stand outside himself and watch his actions and sense the feelings 
that he had.
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 5. Having become more self-aware, he was able to find ways to 
improve.

 6. David learned new ways of thinking within himself. He learned 
to ask why more than once whenever he made a decision. That was 
tough.

 7. Learned to tune out his auto-pilot of strong reactions.
 8. Although he was not enamoured of meditation he was willing to 

reflect on his actions in his life for short periods every day.
 9. Learned to consider others when making decisions by checking 

with some of those concerned.
 10. Had his team take the same inventories he had taken.

How did The Motivation Questionnaire [Niche Consulting Ltd] reveal 
his motivators to David in four key areas?

1. Energy and Dynamism—where the person gets their energy from 
and “what drives them”

2. Synergy—how important environmental comfort factors are in 
maintaining their motivation

3. Intrinsic motivators—coming from doing the job itself
4. Extrinsic motivators—rewards and fame.

Since David was motivated and energized by extrinsic appreciation he 
now could determine which of his team could and would complement 
his needs. Specifically, David saw that he:

• Was motived by time pressure
• Liked to be on the go
• Invested energy readily
• Liked challenges
• Overcame challenges
• Competed to beat others
• Hated failure or losing
• Must be in charge
• Liked to control
• Loved making money
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• Loved recognition
• Must always have status and respect, and be seen as the best.

David realized that what he needed was a team to support him in his 
personal motivational needs. That would certainly help him to be suc-
cessful. Without his new awareness he would have charged forward 
without thinking. Just in case, his executive coach worked with him 
to relax and reduce the manic hubristic pressure that propelled him to 
keep moving. Although he stayed in the Hubris Syndrome, with his 
pause for self-examination he was ready.

2.9  Empathy

Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of another. 
It is the ability to sense other people’s emotions, coupled with the ability 
to imagine what someone else might be thinking or feeling. Compassion 
for suffering can lead to empathy. Empathy can mitigate or deflate the 
Hubris Syndrome. Elaborating on specific jobs and their associations, 
most jobs in the current century are based on the opposite of empathy, 
called systematizing, like law, engineering, and computer science. These 
are traditionally considered male jobs. Empathy jobs like nursing, edu-
cation and service jobs are traditionally considered female jobs.

Companies that are better at empathy do much better finan-
cially. The 2016 Empathy Global Index was published in the Harvard 
Business Review. The source of this global index was Empathy Business, 
a UK-based firm “Committed to bringing empathy to business”, and 
2016 was the 3rd year that they had published the Empathy Global 
Index. This timely article laid out how the index had determined the 
empathy value of more than 170 companies. The Empathy Business 
Global Index broke down empathy into: ethics, leadership, company 
culture, brand perception, and social media. The metrics included softer 
people ratings like CEO approval ratings from staff, ratio of women on 
boards, and number of accounting infractions and scandals. The index 
focuses on varied global companies, with an emphasis on U.K. and U.S. 
companies and 10 Indian companies. The soft details were harder to 
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find publicly available in every country, though these factors mattered 
greatly. Facebook rose to the top slot as a result of its focus on improv-
ing its internal culture and the introduction of its Empathy Lab, put in 
place by an accessibility engineer. In true empathetic fashion the Lab 
stands in the shoes of others. It’s clear that practices in companies that 
promote a focus on empathy actually lead to economic growth.

The Empathy Lab puts employees at Facebook into the shoes of those 
who are differently abled, in different cultures and countries. Those 
use all sizes and types of devices and degrees of connectivity. Empathy 
is working for this company. Thinking of the varied purposes of the 
Empathy Lab there are always many opportunities to practice empa-
thy at work and in politics. Lack of empathy is not only the province 
of men. Anyone can suffer from lack of empathy, and later pay for 
it. Carly Fiorina became the CEO of a technical company started by 
engineers in a Palo Alto Garage. This was a shock to a company cul-
ture based on teamwork that believed in innovations in technology. HP 
was a company that totally believed that it had a “cultural ecosystem 
grounded in the past but relevant for our present and future.” There was 
a clear correlation between financial success and global empathy index.

When I met Carly at a formal dinner, this CEO was dressed in an 
elegantly short-skirted suit; she had flown to the event in her own air-
plane. With her jet setting lifestyle, she never connected with her com-
pany or its culture. And especially did not understand her employees. 
With little empathy, she didn’t understand that her employees were 
proud to travel economy class. They did not understand her outrageous 
salary package. When Carly was pushed out of HP for not meeting any 
of her challenges, her severance package was around 42 million.

Here are some examples just like the one above from which you 
could learn:

1. A high level executive moved into a 100 year old company in a 
European location. Mindful of the mistakes others had avoided 
ignoring the importance of the company traditions, he made sure 
that he honoured the past of the company and the technical culture.

2. At a Hong Kong investment bank, a native of New York City 
was using his successful New York techniques to push his staff to 
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perform. When he noticed employees not working hard enough he 
made fun of them by yelling at them down the hall or even across 
closed doors. He was always noisy and cursing. His employees hated 
him. What he was doing was publically making them “lose face”, or 
look bad, in front of others. This is really painful for Asian employees 
and is difficult for others. Working with empathy, he later learned to 
give neutral feedback, instead of criticism. All feedback and coaching 
had to take place in private in the boss’ office.

3. A company in China had a Chinese boss in charge with some 
American born Chinese and Americans working for him. The boss 
was experienced and well educated in the west. The boss was really 
upset with his American employees when they talked back to him, 
and they with him. Putting the boss and his employees into each 
other’s shoes they both learned what was happening. It is normal for 
Chinese parents to conscientiously and constantly criticize their chil-
dren. They even call their children names to exhort them to improve. 
So it seemed normal for the boss and not for the subordinates to be 
criticized. They learned to change the way they talked to each other.

4. Empathy must play a part in the way we talk about disabilities, eth-
nicity, religion, skin colour and anything else we can’t change. Think 
of the Empathy Lab. Facebook did not call it anything like equal 
opportunity. It was all about feeling for and understanding others. 
The kinds of put downs that children, and some hubristic leaders 
use are often about characteristics that are not really changeable and 
therefore shockingly painful.

5. The head of a famous software company was taken to a struggling 
hospital for the victims of polio. Although not particularly empa-
thetic, he was shocked at the magnitude of suffering he saw. He felt 
compassion for the sufferers he met. After thoughtful consideration, 
he realized that he could make a difference for not just one hospital 
but rather many hospitals on a huge scale.

A useful way to empathize with others who have disabilities or disease is 
to talk with them and learn more about them. And to generally better 
your ability, start off by working on empathizing with fictional charac-
ters of different ages, background and locations. That’s a safe and private 
way for hubristic leaders to practice empathy.
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To know where you are starting from rake the “Reading the Mind 
in the Eyes” test Appendix 1 [Baron Cohen 2003] or take the Empathy 
Quotient test [Baron Cohen 2003 Appendix 2]. A lot more research 
will help us understand, value and use the power of empathy for good 
as well as profit and Return on Investment.

3  Cure

Performance Reviews and Other feedback create an opening for the 
Cure. If an employee is confronted with a mediocre performance review 
or difficult 360-degree feedback it can provoke a realization of his or 
her actions. This may be the best time to get a wise and neutral advi-
sor or mentor to assist the leader in understanding the nature of the 
feedback. It is difficult for the employee’s direct boss to do the feedback 
and coaching since a boss or a board is focused on performance. A big 
help in companies is to have People Principles so that there is a baseline 
of behavior that is expected. Businesses can fire a hubristic leader when 
needed. The People Principles enabled a company to weed out over the 
top hubris.

Decades ago I was privileged to participate in the development of a 
company’s People Principles as part of their Business Principles. Their 
people principles, focused on honesty, integrity, and respect, may not 
have looked very different from other companies. What was differ-
ent was that the entire company discussed what honesty, integrity and 
respect meant on a day-to-day basis. One of the most basic rules, that 
didn’t change or suffer from misinterpretation, was that no foul lan-
guage or rudeness would be tolerated. The repercussions made it clear 
that bad behavior would not be tolerated. To make sure that the princi-
ples were enforced equally across the company worldwide, an infamous 
senior executive, to his great surprise, lost his position. He then went to 
four different US companies. One of them asked me how they could 
work with this difficult character. In conversation with them it became 
clear that this already wealthy executive was not worth working with.
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For instance, respect was expected at every level. Every single 
employee was expected to treat other employees at any level with good 
manners and respect. Therefore, a Managing Director, a very senior 
employee, was to treat a car driver, a secretary, a cook, or a cleaner with 
the same respect and careful manners as he would his superiors. In situ-
ations like this, it becomes very noticeable how much subordinates need 
to flex to work with executives sucked into the Hubris Syndrome. It is 
probably preferable to not hire such executives. The People Principles 
of honesty, integrity and respect are the minimum that anyone, in any 
institution, deserves and expects.

It’s easier to control the behavior of hubristic executives in the fairly 
controlled environment of a business, even though it might be global. 
The control of a political candidate is much more difficult. With the 
still, small voice of conscience it’s tough to move a hubristic person to 
abide by “people principles.” The punishments are not as important, 
severe, nor clear to politicians. Although the US looks as if it has more 
checks and balances with Congress and the Judicial Branch in place, a 
parliamentary system can “fire” a Leader more efficiently with a party 
no confidence vote. Which is highly necessary for preventing extremely 
hubristic, out of control leaders from remaining in power.

3.1  When It’s Too Far Along…

How to combat power that corrupts, is probably one of the most 
important questions. Historically, kings and queens are those in whom 
all power is invested. Examples of corrupting absolute power include 
Roman emperors who declared themselves gods, most kings and 
queens, and Napoleon Bonaparte (who declared himself an emperor). 
The US founding fathers tried hard to put mechanisms in place to stop 
US Presidents from becoming dictators or monarchs.

Behavioral research in universities and organizations has shown that 
when people feel powerful, or indeed powerless, it influences their per-
ception of others. Power goes to our heads and corrupts our minds. It 
allows us to let those with power to influence others and push them 
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around. It turns out that power along with having much money make 
us believe that what we do is always the right thing.

In addition, if you don’t take the perspectives of others into consid-
eration, you augment your hubris. That often makes it easier to take 
rash and impulsive actions that might make you seem decisive, but usu-
ally constitute the worst decisions. This image causes others to obey, 
even though that person might have not done the smartest thing. “This 
means that people with power not only take what they want because 
they can do so unpunished, but also because they intuitively feel they 
are entitled to do so. Conversely, people who lack power not only fail 
to get what they need because they are disallowed to take it, but also 
because they intuitively feel they are not entitled to it.” (Resnick 2013).

Just taking power positions with your body, body language, gives you 
the feeling of entitlement. Standing over someone, posing with out-
stretched hands, or stalking around them makes you feel more powerful 
by increasing testosterone and lowering cortisol hormone levels. Power 
and taking power positions tend to put us into a manic state. These 
make us “feel expansive, energized, omnipotent, hungry for rewards, 
and immune to risk—which opens us up to rash, rude and unethical 
actions.” (Keltner 2016).

Listening to others is one of the hallmarks of good leadership. When 
we feel less powerful we are more likely to listen to others and to look 
for consensus.

3.2  How to Free a Manic Mind to Listen

Sitting at the same level as someone else, relaxing and leaning toward 
them all help us to listen and tone down the deafness of power. Power 
tends to turn off our brains. When we get into a reflective mode, rather 
than a talking mode, we are better able hear others. Even more impor-
tant, when we can become aware of our feelings and thoughts we get 
out of the manic influence of power. Those of us who engage in daily 
meditation, focusing on breathing, find it an effective way to tone down 
a manic “monkey mind” and focus on listening.
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There are many approaches to meditation to tone down a manic 
mind. In conjunction with Harvard University and Massachusetts 
General Hospital, Jon Kabat-Zinn created practical ways for leaders to 
calm the mind and deal with hubris. His courses and books are use-
ful and practical. With practice, his approach can be done in just a few 
minutes and still make a difference.

In a similarly practical way, Simon Sinek has created books about the 
keys to leadership that works by paying attention to your followers. His 
latest book: ‘Leaders Eat Last’ explains how good leaders inspire loyalty 
by caring for their troops. I’ve been getting regular leadership guid-
ance from his Notes to Inspire, his leadership snippets, and from his 
Ted talks. They are all designed to counteract the Hubris Syndrome by 
connecting with followers with compassionate and benevolent leader-
ship that is much more effective. Another practical website, Charter for 
Compassion, offers guidance on empathy and generosity. Both of these 
are key antidotes to the Hubris Syndrome.

Moments of surprise, life’s traumas, tough feedback, and change 
are openings for the leader to become aware of the trap of the Hubris 
Syndrome. When a Senator remarried an astute and independent 
woman, he admitted that his young children helped him to practice 
his skills of empathy and compassion. Children have a way of mak-
ing us learn. Nevertheless, each of us is responsible for our own cure. 
Traditionally, advisors have always been available for rich and powerful 
leaders as guides and truth tellers. Most importantly, remember that the 
Hubris Syndrome cure is in the hands of the hubristic leader.
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COGNITIVE SYMPTOM QUESTIONNAIRE Date: ……………..

PATIENT’S NAME: ……………………….. YOUR NAME: ………………………….

Please select your relationship to the patient:

SPOUSE -- CHILD -- SIBLING -- FRIEND / NEIGHBOUR -- CLIENT

Please select how often you spend time with the patient?

DAILY -- MOST DAYS -- WEEKLY -- LESS THAN ONCE A WEEK

How long have you known the patient? ……. Years

When did you first notice the symptoms? .................................

Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or worsening of any of these

signs of

MEMORY DIFFICULTY

1. Failing to pass on messages Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Forgetting about recent
events

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Forgetting something they
were told a few minutes ago

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Forgetting appointments Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Inability to concentrate Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Saying the same thing over
and over again

Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Difficulty thinking of words
they want to use

Not really Sometimes Definitely

8. Easily getting lost Not really Sometimes Definitely
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Continued:

Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or worsening of any of these

signs of

MEMORY DIFFICULTY

1. Failing to recognize a place
they have visited before

Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Forgetting the names of
people and places

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Forgetting characters’ names
while watching a TV programme

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Forgetting what day it is Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Getting the present mixed up
with the past

Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Deciding to do something and
forgetting after a few minutes

Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Forgetting to do something
even though it is in front of
them (e.g. taking pills)

Not really Sometimes Definitely

8. Forgetting to buy things that
they went out shopping for

Not really Sometimes Definitely

9. Mislaying things they have
just put down

Not really Sometimes Definitely

10. Forgetting what they
watched on TV yesterday

Not really Sometimes Definitely
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Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or worsening of any

of these signs of

LANGUAGE CHANGE

1. Not talking very much Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Using simpler language Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Asking what certain
words mean?

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Using words incorrectly
(e.g. “table” for chair)

Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Long pauses while
trying to find words

Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Distortion of speech Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Stuttering Not really Sometimes Definitely

8. Difficulty following the
thread of a conversation

Not really Sometimes Definitely

9. Repeating back things
that other people have
just said

Not really Sometimes Definitely

10. Using the same
expression or catchphrase

Not really Sometimes Definitely
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On this page we would like you to provide information about repetitions in
speech.

Repetitive speech can take a number of forms: some people use a particular
word over and over again when they are talking.

How often do you hear REPETITIONS OF A ‘FAVOURITE’ WORD?

Many times a day A few times a day Hardly at all/Never

Are there any specific circumstances (e.g.: in company, on the phone, when stressed,
particular times of the day)? If so, please specify:

Can you recall any examples of frequently repeated words? If so, pleas e write up to
three of them below:
1. 2. 3.

Others repeat familiar catchphrases (e.g. ‘at the end of the day’; ‘it takes all
sorts”), or statements (e.g. ‘it’s very cold today’).

How often do you hear REPETITIONS OF THE SAME PHRASE OR SENTENCE?

Many times a day A few times a day Hardly at all/Never

Are t here any specific circumstances (e.g.: in company, on the phone, when stressed,
particular times of the day)? If so, please specify:

Can you recall any examples of frequently rep eated phrases or sent ences? If so,
please write up to three of them below:
1.

2.

3.

Some people may also ask questions repeatedly (e.g. ‘what day is it today?’;
‘what time are we leaving?’).

How often do you hear REPETITIONS OF THE SAME QUESTION?

Many times a day A few times a day Hardly at all/Never

Are t here any specific circumstances (e.g.: in company, on the phone, when stressed,
particular times of the day)? If so, please specify:

Can you recall any examples of frequently rep eated questions? If so, please write up
to three of them below:
1.

2.

3.
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Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or worsening of

difficulties with any of these

EVERYDAY SKILLS

1. Writing Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Using the telephone Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Handling money or
paying bills

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Driving (if applicable) Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Household chores Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Not completing
activities once started

Not really Sometimes Definitely

Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or exaggeration of

any of these

BELIEFS

1. Being suspicious of
people or accusing them
of things

Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Seeing or hearing
things that are not there

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Odd or bizarre ideas
that cannot be true

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Thinking that other
people are living in the
house

Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Thinking that a family
member has been
replaced by an impostor

Not really Sometimes Definitely
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Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or exaggeration of

any of these types of

BEHAVIOUR

1. Frequent crying or
sadness / depression

Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Appearing anxious or
fearful

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Appearing restless or
agitated

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Rapid shifts between
different emotions

Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Socially embarrassing
behaviour

Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Treating strangers as if
they are close friends

Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Acting impulsively
without thinking

Not really Sometimes Definitely

8. Being unusually
cheerful or energetic

Not really Sometimes Definitely

9. Exaggeration or
boastfulness

Not really Sometimes Definitely

10. Argumentative and
easily irritable

Not really Sometimes Definitely

11. Engaging in rigid
routines or ‘rituals’

Not really Sometimes Definitely

12. Hiding or hoarding
things

Not really Sometimes Definitely

13. Wanting to eat a lot of
sweets, cakes or chocolate

Not really Sometimes Definitely

14. Eating the same type
of food every day, or
eating food in an exact
order

Not really Sometimes Definitely
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Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or worsening of any

of these problems with

SLEEP

1. Disturbed night-time
sleep

Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. Sleeping a lot during
the day time

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Loud snoring at night Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Long gaps (ten seconds
or more) between breaths

Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. ‘Acting out dreams’
while asleep

Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Sleep-talking Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Sleep-walking Not really Sometimes Definitely

8. Waking in the night and
getting dressed, thinking
it is morning

Not really Sometimes Definitely
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Please indicate whether you have noticed the RECENT ONSET or exaggeration of

any of the following changes in

MOTIVATION

1. Less enthusiasm for
usual interests

Not really Sometimes Definitely

2. No interest in doing
new things

Not really Sometimes Definitely

3. Loss of interest in
socialising

Not really Sometimes Definitely

4. Loss of interest in
friends and family

Not really Sometimes Definitely

5. Withdrawn, not
initiating conversation

Not really Sometimes Definitely

6. Indifference to other
people's worries or
concerns

Not really Sometimes Definitely

7. Loss of affection Not really Sometimes Definitely
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IndexDo you think that he/she has any AWARENESS of or INSIGHT into his/her

problems?

Memory problems AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT

HAVE THESE
PROBLEMS

Language difficulties AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT HAVE

THESE
PROBLEMS

Changes in behaviour or
personality

AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT HAVE

THESE
PROBLEMS

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS QUESTIONNAIRE!

Your answers will assist with diagnosis, but also help with our
research when they are combined (anonymously) with those relating
to other patients. Please indicate whether or not you are happy for
your responses to be entered into an anonymised electronic database.

We are happy for the information on this questionnaire to be stored in an

anonymised database …………………………. ……………..
Signature (patient) Date

…………………………. ……………..
Signature (informant) Date

We do not want the information on this questionnaire to be stored in an

anonymised database ……………………….… ……………..
Signature (patient) Date

…………………………. ……………..
Signature (informant) Date
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Antidepressant 61
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Cameron, David 175
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Do you think that he/she has any AWARENESS of or INSIGHT into his/her

problems?

Memory problems AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT

HAVE THESE
PROBLEMS

Language difficulties AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT HAVE

THESE
PROBLEMS

Changes in behaviour or
personality

AWARE UNAWARE
DOES NOT HAVE

THESE
PROBLEMS

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS QUESTIONNAIRE!

Your answers will assist with diagnosis, but also help with our
research when they are combined (anonymously) with those relating
to other patients. Please indicate whether or not you are happy for
your responses to be entered into an anonymised electronic database.

We are happy for the information on this questionnaire to be stored in an

anonymised database …………………………. ……………..
Signature (patient) Date

…………………………. ……………..
Signature (informant) Date

We do not want the information on this questionnaire to be stored in an

anonymised database ……………………….… ……………..
Signature (patient) Date

…………………………. ……………..
Signature (informant) Date
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