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1. overview and introduction

“Bad leadership is the norm. Surveys repeatedly show that 65-70% 
of people say the worst aspect of their job is their immediate boss, 
regardless of industry or size of the organization.”
Derek Lusk, Head of Executive Assessment, AIIR Consulting

If you type ‘My boss is’ into a search engine, the top results show an alarming state of affairs:

•  bullying me

•  toxic

•  a control freak

•  gaslighting me

•  stressing me out

•  ignoring me

•  rude to me

It paints a vivid picture. Bad management is the number one cause of disengagement for people. For the individual, 
this can lead to high amounts of stress, low life satisfaction, and even health problems. For the business, it can lead to 
stalled productivity, cultural issues, turnover challenges, high-potentials quitting and more. 

The four dimensions of leadership – relationships, performance, strategy and execution – haven’t changed, and are 
unlikely to do so. Leaders fail when they struggle to keep these dimensions in balance, leaning towards one particular 
style to the detriment of the others. And when the pressure builds, innate stress reactions can cause further divisions 
between leaders and their teams.

Personality traits that help an individual rise the ranks can be the very same qualities  
that prevent them from being a good leader. In addition, the power of being a leader  
can itself be a destructive force. So, it’s vital that leaders are selected on more than  
their track record and the way they come across during the interview process.

In this paper, we’ll explore why traditional routes to leadership don’t always  
work, and how to identify and nurture the right qualities and behaviour  
for your business leaders.
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A. WHAT IS TOXIC LEADERSHIP?

A good leader will set aside their own goals for the benefit of the group and its members. They’ll inspire co-operation; they’ll 
embody the culture and values of the company. Yet many business leaders forget that this is their primary function. Instead, 
they’re overly concerned with strategy, knowing the business, being technically competent, and working hard. These things 
matter for decision-making but are only a small part of leading through others.

Bad leadership falls into two categories. People can simply be ineffectual – lacking skills, making the wrong decisions, 
promoting the wrong people, or pursuing the wrong goals – or they can be toxic. These people purposefully do what’s  
in their own best interest, causing psychological damage to their followers. This can be through bullying, manipulation,  
unethical behavior, lying, or promoting an unhealthy level of internal competition. 

The truth is that toxic leaders often get promoted regardless of their leadership competence, while many personality  
types are excluded from leadership positions even when they’re very good at building and maintaining effective teams. 

Before we look into how that happens, let’s take a look at the foundations of leadership.

B. THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF LEADERSHIP

These elements should be demonstrated by any individual that’s being considered for a management position.

2. the rise of horrible bosses

Performance-oriented
Creating a culture of competitiveness and achievement:
•  drive teams with a directive style
•  set stretch goals
•  hold yourself and others accountable
•  project confidence and lead from the front
•  exhibit charisma and get your ideas across to others

Execution-oriented
Assigning roles so people can practice, specialize, and increase 
their competence:
•  due diligence to minimize risk
•  vet creativity for feasibility
•  stick to historical competitive advantages
•  implement processes and procedures
•  focus on short-term productivity

Relationship-oriented 
Delivering psychological safety, or trust, to followers  
by demonstrating integrity:
•  enable and empower others
•  develop and mentor followers
•  communicate with social sensitivity, diplomacy, and tact
•  show commitment to the greater good
•  show concern for others

Strategy-oriented 
Driving long-term change to revolutionise the business: 
•  foster organizational agility
•  use data to modify existing axioms to maintain and
    increase performance
•  have risk-taking values that promote adventurousness
•  act quickly to accommodate change in technology,
    competitor moves, and changes to the sociopolitical
    environment and regulations
•  detect external threats and spot opportunities to learn
    and improve
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i. Competitiveness
Sociobiologists have reported that there are two 
competitions going on in life. The first is the competition 
within groups. This is competing for status and 
promotions; people striving for individual life success.  
The second is the competition between groups. So,  
instead of competing to be the most competent or coolest 
person on your team, it’s a focus on the survival of your 
group.  Instead of striving to be the best at Apple, it’s 
Apple versus Microsoft. Instead of being the NBA star 
player, it’s the Chicago Bulls versus the Detroit Pistons. 

The problem is these competitions are different. The 
person that wins the within-group competition might  
not be the best player to facilitate winning the team  
game – or here, winning customers or resources – and 
that’s the issue.

High-potential talent pools are corroded with extraverted, 
bold personalities that want to get ahead. But what it 
takes to get to the top of a large organization, such as a 
navigating social hierarchy using social manipulation and 
exuding confidence, is very different than what it takes 
to lead teams. In fact, what it takes to get promoted or 
succeed within a large bureaucracy is strongly correlated 
with the Dark Triad—narcissism, psychopathy, and 
Machiavellianism.  

Emergent vs effective leadership
This was studied by a professor of organizational behavior, 
Dr. Fred Luthans.  He followed around 450 leaders and 
found that they naturally separated into two groups – one 
group was emergent and the other effective.  Emergent 
leaders rise the ranks quickly and do so by spending most 
of their time managing up.  They get results for themselves 
and often lack self-awareness given their aggressive and 
narcissistic personalities.  

On the other hand, effective leaders build and maintain 
successful teams, spending time with their teams 
and caring about engagement, morale, employee 
development, and helping the team solve problems.  
Interestingly, these leaders only overlapped 10% –  
so most leaders in organizations will fall into either  
emergent or effective, but not both. Businesses with  
a high proportion of emergent leaders should consider  
it a warning sign.
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Good leaders strike the right balance between relationships and performance, and between strategy and execution.   
These two dichotomies are in tension, and bad leaders tend to get overly fixated on a particular leadership style and  
miss the other side of the coin.  

For example, if a person naturally leans towards the relationship profile, they will struggle to give challenging feedback.  
But if there’s too much emphasis on performance, they will push their teams too hard. Meanwhile, execution-oriented 
executives will follow rules and procedures while failing to think about big picture innovation. But those who focus too  
much on the big ideas may well fail to prioritize resources, and effectively manage projects.

C. THE PERSONALITY TRAITS THAT LEAD TO TOXIC LEADERSHIP



 
 

ii. Response to stress
Even if an individual is a good leader most of the time, 
there are certain personality dispositions that get in the 
way of truly effective leadership, especially during times  
of pressure. We can bucket these into Moving Away, 
Moving Against and Moving Toward. 

People that naturally respond to stress by Moving Away 
abscond from the team when things get tough. They may 
become introverted, tell people to just ‘get things done’ 
without offering solutions, or physically shut themselves 
away. They tend to have the following characteristics: 
•  Emotional volatility
•  Extreme skepticism and paranoia 
•  Fearfulness
•  Avoidance 
•  Passive aggressiveness 

People that Move Against tend to respond to difficult 
situations by being more dominant and trying to influence 
and affect those around them. This can actually help them 
ascend to leadership positions – these are characteristics 
that have been shown to be prevalent in the C-Suite.  
They have the following traits:
•  Overconfidence, narcissism
•  Manipulation, Machiavellianism 
•  Attention-seeking, needing to be the center of everything 
•  Vivid imagination, thinking they can predict the future 

People that Move Toward try to create structure and 
make everything right and in line with the status quo.  
They tend to have the following characteristics: 
•  Perfectionism
•  Excessively high standards that no one can meet 
•  Extreme organization 
•  Ingratiate authority
•  Too deferential 

It’s important to get a sense of how a person will react to 
stressful situations, before they are put into that situation 
within their leadership role.

iii. Power
Even the humblest person is at risk of being corrupted  
by power.  There’s an old quote by Lord Acton:  
“Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”   
When people are primed with power, they automatically 
have less empathy for those around them. Thus, if people 
are naturally predisposed to take advantage of others  
and seek power, and then they start to get it, it can be  
a disastrous combination. 

Because power corrupts, we see these characteristics 
manifest most in C-suite leadership and entrepreneurs.  
These individuals have power; they don’t have to worry 
about the impression they’re giving those around them 
and there are no immediate consequences for any bad 
behavior.  In addition, entrepreneurs are generally very 
skeptical of authority, happy to challenge the status  
quo and take risks— and they often have more dark  
side characteristics.   

The dark side of leadership in the C-suite has been  
studied extensively and, after looking at 80,000 
executives, we know that they score very highly on 
overconfidence, excessive risk-taking, attention-seeking 
behaviors, fantasized talent, imagination and so on. This 
holds true regardless of industry, size of business, and 
whether it’s a public or private organization.  
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If we look back thousands of years, good leadership was about muscles and hunting ability.  Our brains are still hardwired to 
think that these qualities are important: even now, leaders tend to be interpersonally aggressive – and tall!  Moving forward 
to the time of the Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th century, knowledge, thinking and intellect became more important. 
Now, empathy is key.

Definition: empathy
Empathy is the ability to see things from another person’s perspective and adjust your behavior based on the situation.

Why is it so important? 
As the world becomes increasingly global and characterized by fast information transfer, multi-cultural teams and merging 
ideologies, empathy will give leaders the edge. The best global leaders will know where people have come from, and will shift 
and flex their leadership style based on their followers’ beliefs, expectations and values. 

To understand why this is so important, let’s look at Implicit Leadership Theory. This shows that a person’s background 
influences what they expect from a leader. For instance, in Brazil followers expect to be included in business unit decisions; 
acting without consensus causes colleagues to perceive the leader as incompetent. Conversely, in the United States leaders 
are expected to be collaborative but get dinged harder for a lack of independence, cautiousness, and relying too much on 
others to make decisions. These followers expect an opportunistic, quick-moving innovator that takes decisive action.

Truly effective leaders will have the versatility to adapt their leadership to suit their followers. They’ll inspire cooperation 
and promote engagement by learning quickly about their team and being open to adjusting their style to get the best 
performance from them.

3. the growing importance of empathy
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4.  four steps to better leadership

1. Define leadership in  
terms of team performance  
Stop using supervisor ratings to choose leaders. For 
internal promotions, you need to ask direct reports for 
honest feedback. They are the consumers of leadership; 
they are the ones being led.  Ask them what’s going on. 

This is harder for external hires, but objective 
assessments (see below) can provide insight into 
personality and critical thinking skills, giving you a  
more accurate predictor of leadership performance.

3. Use objective assessments
Human intuition doesn’t work. Left to our own devices, 
we’ll select leaders that we like, not people who can lead. 
And there’ll be a bias towards extraverted, arrogant, and 
attention-seeking personality styles. 

When we use objective assessments to evaluate 
leadership talent, we can overcome this preference 
towards those who demonstrate good social skills. 
We can use algorithms to score leaders against a 
competency framework, as well as using personality 
assessments.  We can look at their signature leadership 
strengths, areas for development, and – importantly – 
their leadership flexibility. 

2. Pay attention to style in the  
context of the organization 
There are different ways that you can evaluate your 
leaders.  The first is based on a general framework of 
leadership behaviors that you expect everyone to have.  
Then there are varying degrees of specificity depending 
on the nature and purpose of the project.  

If it’s general high potential identification across 
different roles, then you’ll want to evaluate leadership 
capabilities that cover the four areas of Relationships, 
Performance, Strategy, and Execution – and then 
culture fit.  If it’s succession planning for a specific role, 
then you’ll want to create a success profile for the role 
that covers background, experience and leadership style.  

4. Don’t focus on past experience
The purpose of leadership isn’t to get promoted. So  
it doesn’t matter how fast someone has risen through 
the ranks before now – all this will tell you is that they’re 
working hard, socially skilled and good at business 
politics. It won’t tell you whether they’re a good leader.

In fact, experience is often negatively correlated with 
leadership effectiveness because people carry their past 
with them. They can have tunnel vision regarding how 
things should be done, especially if they’ve been in a role 
for decades. The sweet spot for experience is around 
four to five years; everything past that is overkill.  

Looking for fewer years’ experience could also positively 
impact diverse candidates; people who have been passed 
over for roles in the past. By including people who have 
perhaps taken a career break, or only more recently had 
the chance to prove themselves, you can move away 
from perpetuating the discrimination against talented 
individuals with less experience.
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There are many reasons why there’s such a prevalence of toxic leadership today. Skill sets 
and personality traits that help people ascend to positions of power are not the same as 
those that are needed for effective leadership.

When choosing a leader, objective assessments should be used alongside interviews to build 
a full picture of a candidate. Charisma needs to go hand in hand with competence; the drive 
to succeed should be balanced with empathy and consideration for others.

By changing the way that leaders are selected, organizations can start to build fully engaged 
and productive teams. By calling time on toxic leadership, you’ll clear the path for effective 
individuals who can adjust their style to get the  
best from the people that they lead. 

5. conclusion
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