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Abstract 

Hubris has been identified as a major source of individual leadership derailment, but also as a 

key causal feature of cultural problems associated with organisational crises and failures. 

Globalisation, transparency, technology and democracy have all played a part in increasing 

the complexity of crises and hence there is growing interest in how we can make 

organisations and their leaders less prone to making mistakes which could have severe, even 

fatal, consequences. This paper is in three parts. The first part examines some gaps in modern 

understandings of hubris as a concept; the origin of hubris in the ancient world gives us 

important insights to the potentially wider resonance of the word and parallels with the 

modern world that may help us understand its important societal meaning beyond the 

psychology of the individual leader and avoid resultant circularity or confusion. The second 

part examines recent usage of the term ‘hubris syndrome’ as a mental illness, and the 

contemporary challenges of assessment at the individual level and the potential to use 

existing assessment tools in detecting hubris syndrome.  It then offers a lifecycle model to 

describe how organisational crises form and re-form, focusing on the conditions that enable 

hubris to develop individually and collectively, including proposed ‘genesis conditions’ that 

lie behind hubristic cultures as well as some possible ‘leadership role accelerators’ under 

which individual hubris may thrive.  The final part of the paper sets out suggestions for 

researchers, practitioners and others (including leaders themselves, boards and regulators) 

based on the implications of the research discussed. 
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What is hubris?  

What is hubris, and why should we guard against it?  It is worth understanding that hubris is 

not a well-specified psychological condition (it is not a surfeit or deficit of a well-known Big 

Five trait like agreeableness, nor is it an established personality disorder like bipolar 

disorder).  Indeed, hubris is not generally recognised as a classic term of the psycho-analytic 

literature, unlike narcissism (which comes from Freud; for an excellent summary see 

Furnham, Chapter Five) or even a recent but clearly-established term like imposter syndrome 

(Clance and Imes 1978).  Hubris is nevertheless a term that is increasingly widely used by 

those involved in leadership development (Robinson 2016), and it has an extensive modern 

history in this sense. Sadler-Smith (in Garrard and Robinson 2016) conducted a meta-analysis 

of 92 articles which featured hubris in the abstract and noted significant increases over the 

period 1985-2014, with a majority of examples in behavioural corporate finance journals, 

with particular emphasis on studies testing out Richard Roll’s hubris hypothesis (Roll 1986) 

which aimed to understand why managers overbid for acquisition targets.  But although the 

general sense of ‘arrogant overconfidence’ is well understood, settled definitions remain 

curiously elusive, especially a priori rather than ex post disaster; this remains a subject of 

much discussion and concern to hubris researchers.  Some would argue this is not uncommon 

with terms borrowed from other languages; we find them untranslatable for good reason.  But 

hubris requires better introduction and clarification if we are not to end up in a circular set of 

confused arguments (“hubris is bad because it’s hubristic”), or to miss critical nuance and 

wisdom about its unique threat to both individual leader and organisation.  It is the latter area 

that is of concern in this paper; the claim is that hubris can indeed be defined, and that it is 

bad because it damages others, not just the hubristic person. 

 



Ashridge DLCC Conference 2016 

Battling hubris before crisis strikes: Suggestions for researchers and practitioners 

 

4 

Hubris in Athens - Managing Public Reputations 

Most discussions of hubris (including Owen and Davidson 2009, Petit and Bollaert 2012, 

Garrard and Robinson 2016) attempt to analyse the concept of hubris with some reference to 

its ancient Greek origins. In doing so leadership scholars – who are sometimes classicists 

themselves - often draw on wider classical scholarship about hubris, but do not always fully 

exploit some of the most interesting points in the available sources. The danger is that we 

rush to discuss how to identify and even cure hubris without ever fully appreciating what the 

word originally signified.  MacDowell (1976) and Cairns (1996) show that the term had 

strong connections with acting without respect (an important feature of a shame-based 

culture), and that it was also associated with sexual violence, and the depravities of the 

young and wealthy (and male).  These are themes with instant and important contemporary 

resonance in many societies. Most researchers note that hubris is most famous to 

contemporary audiences from its association with Greek tragedies, particularly those of 

Aeschylus and Sophocles. The latter’s characterisation of King Oedipus remains a potent 

example of a capable, intelligent, charismatic leader who is eventually destroyed by his own 

arrogant cleverness, as he attempts to evade his predicted fate (killing his father and sleeping 

with his mother).  Sophocles’s play captures the duality that remains at the heart of our 

relationship with hubristic individuals: we often collude in helping them abuse their own 

power through our admiration for them, and hence help maintain their blindness to what is 

coming.  Aristotle discussed the subject at some length in his Rhetoric, and noted that hubris 

requires the initiation of harm and the pleasure of one’s own superiority - for him it’s the 

opposite of the humble, well grounded ‘sophrosune’ that the wise person should seek.  But 

hubris wasn’t seen just as a theatrical trope; it was a crime and you could prosecute a fellow 

citizen for it (Harrison).  In a nascent democracy where you could end up being exiled 
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through ostracism (Forsdyke 2005) it was a real and potent threat not just a metaphor.  These 

features of hubris are worth noting as they add to our understanding of what to test for and 

avoid: beyond mere arrogance and unbridled confidence and entitlement we also see the 

features of wealth, maleness, doing harm, disrespecting others and often enjoying that 

dishonouring. Ignoring the latter features means ignoring the social and societal context for 

hubris and reducing the problem to one purely of psychology.  This would be most 

regrettable. 

 

Like the Athenians, we live in an age of experimentation in which the traditional structures of 

power are potentially under question, and ideas of many kinds, including about how best to 

manage and contain great power, are in fierce and transparent competition.  Technology and 

the internet are enabling more radical transparency, and make it harder for the elite to hide 

their actions, while enabling information to be shared by anyone with access to the net and a 

social media account.  In this world we too are seeking moral solutions to the excesses of 

power, and it’s natural enough we should have felt the need to reinvent or re-assess hubris as 

a concept, as a way to label “too much” whether referring to wealth, abuse of power, 

arrogance, contempt, narcissism or negligence (Piketty 2014, Atkinson 2015).  Although we 

lack exile or ostracism as a punishment, we use social media and public opinion to vent our 

fury on those we deem to have violated our norms (Ronson 2015). And in a time of greater 

income disparities and social pressures, the world of leadership has become what the military 

might term a ‘target rich environment’ for hubris, with senior leaders often physically and 

emotionally isolated by their very wealth and privilege, but available to be pilloried online by 

the masses in highly personal attacks. 
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What is undoubtedly common to both eras is intense interest in, and analysis of, leaders 

and leadership, and leadership errors in particular. Trying to identify the features of good 

leaders, and what to avoid, is of abiding interest to us all.  The concept of hubris as an offence 

against natural balance and moderation may be useful to us in preventing costly leadership 

derailment and organisational failures. If so, we should be as intensely interested in the 

subject as we are in other aspects of leadership, personality and capability. 

In hubris, the Greeks identified something that went beyond what we now might term 

grandiose narcissism. The identification of self with organisation/nation, the belief in destiny 

and suspension of normal rules and restraints, the isolation from reality and the distinctly 

political sensibility and the implicit relationship to disrespectful male power are all important 

aspects of hubris not requisite in narcissism.  Narcissists can be narcissists without causing 

harm to others; without access to position and power they are often just delusional and 

laughable.  Hubris therefore captures a wider and deeper meaning, one whose dangers are 

perhaps overdue for serious reappraisal. 

 

Owen’s Model - Hubris Syndrome as Disease 

The recent popularisation of the term ‘hubris’ with respect to leadership and organisational 

theory owes much to Lord David Owen (2009, 2011, 2012) and his attempts to reformulate 

hubris as a psychological syndrome.  Owen and Davidson (2009) set out the reason for caring 

about hubris succinctly: 

 

Charisma, charm, the ability to inspire, persuasiveness, breadth of vision, willingness to take 

risks, grandiose aspirations and bold self-confidence—these qualities are often associated 

with successful leadership. Yet there is another side to this profile, for these very same 
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qualities can be marked by impetuosity, a refusal to listen to or take advice and a particular 

form of incompetence when impulsivity, recklessness and frequent inattention to detail 

predominate. This can result in disastrous leadership and cause damage on a large scale. 

 

Owen’s view is that hubris syndrome can be diagnosed as a disease of power, with many 

symptoms in common with those of Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD).  If a leader does 

not suffer from another, more well-known mental illness such as bipolar disorder, perhaps he 

or she is suffering from another?  In this reading, hubris is not a character flaw so much as an 

illness, a meeting of a particular personality and conditions that trigger the mental health 

problem: 

 

Figure 1. Symptoms of Hubris Syndrome from Owen & Davidson (2009) 

Symptom Corresponds to DSM-IV  

1. A narcissistic propensity to see their 
world primarily as an arena in which to 
exercise power and seek glory 

Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD).6  

2. A predisposition to take actions which 
seem likely to cast the individual in a good 
light - ie in order to enhance image 

NPD.1  

3. A disproportionate concern with image 
and presentation 

NPD.3 

4. A messianic manner of talking about 
current activities and a tendency to 
exaltation 

NPD.2 

5. An identification with the nation, or 
organization to the extent that the 
individual regards his/her outlook and 
interests as identical 

Unique 
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Symptom Corresponds to DSM-IV  

6. A tendency to speak in the third person 
or use the royal ‘we’ 

Unique 

7. Excessive confidence in the individual’s 
own judgement and contempt for the 
advice or criticism of others 

NPD.9 

8. Exaggerated self-belief, bordering on a 
sense of omnipotence, in what we 
personally can achieve 

NPD.1 and 2 combined 

9. A belief that rather than being 
accountable to the mundane court of 
colleagues or public opinion, the court to 
which they answer is: History or God 

NPD.3 

10. An unshakeable belief that in that court 
they will be vindicated 

Unique 

11. Loss of contact with reality; often 
associated with progressive isolation 

Antisocial Personality Disorder APD.3 
and 5 

12. Restlessness, recklessness and 
impulsiveness 

Unique 

13. A tendency to allow their ‘broad 
vision,’ about the moral rectitude of a 
proposed course, to obviate the need to 
consider practicality, cost or outcomes 

Unique 

14. Hubristic incompetence, where things 
go wrong because too much self-
confidence has led the leader not to worry 
about the nuts and bolts of policy 

Histrionic Personality Disorder HPD.5 

 

Owen and Davidson suggest that at least five of these symptoms should be present for a 

diagnosis, including at least one of the unique characteristics. Although Owen has not so far 

been able to persuade the psychological establishment to add Hubris Syndrome to the 
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Diagnostic Standards Manual, he has forced a sensible debate about what it is we mean now 

when we talk about this topic at all.  If we can be more precise in our discourse, we have 

more chance of being able to test theories (such as the one in this article that suggests hubris 

in organisations causes crises and increases risk).   

 

Ghaemi, Liapis and Owen (2016) have developed further this reading of hubris syndrome in 

terms of a medical condition which is potentially open to treatment and cure. They propose a 

lengthy list of risk factors, to which further examples can be added:  

• Lack of realism - losing touch with reality is a particular symptom of hubristic 

incompetence, seen recently in the case of Camila Batmanghelidjh, the CEO of 

bankrupt charity Kids Company, who seemed unable to accept the severity of the 

organisation’s financial position even when it had effectively become bankrupt. 

• Lack of empathy - contempt for others who disagree or oppose the leader is a 

common and toxic syndrome of hubristic cultures that can extend well beyond 

individual leaders. One of the primary problems with what can be termed “pariah” 

organisations facing extreme public antipathy often turns out to be this lack of 

empathy when exhibited at scale in haughty and arrogant behaviour by employees as 

well as leaders at many levels. 

• Mania/bipolar illness/hyperthymic temperament - mental illnesses that are 

diagnosable may be unrecognised in hubristic leaders, especially in organisational 

cultures that tolerate extreme behaviours.  Leaders who are suffering may remain 

undiagnosed until long after massive harm is done. 

• Narcissism/antisocial personality/histrionic personality - note that narcissism is 

one potential underlying feature of hubris, not its simple cognate.  As above, people 
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with these conditions require cultures and governance that are tolerant of their 

aberrant behaviours. 

• Drugs: amphetamines and corticosteroids; the leadership literature of business 

rarely deals with the reality that many leaders are abusing drugs to maintain a sense of 

controllable reality.  Many use alcohol (a depressant), but drugs that stimulate manic 

symptoms such a cocaine are also associated with hubristic environments.  Cultures 

that in the past were tolerant of substance abuse (for example, in the entertainment or 

advertising industries, or on trading desks in banks) were heavily associated with 

hubris. 

• Normal ‘positive illusion’ - the delusion most of us have that we are in control (when 

in fact we are not) can be heightened in hubristic leaders.  This is an important 

reminder that although we may point to ‘hubristic’ leaders as being different from the 

rest of us, in many ways they are all too typical and human. 

• Male gender - hubris is overwhelmingly identified with male leaders.  This does not 

mean that women cannot be hubristic, but it suggests that either male hormones 

and/or some forms of ‘male brain’ features that are beneficial to some forms of 

leadership in stress situations may be out of control in hubristic cultures.  It also 

suggests that gender diversity could be a major antidote to hubristic cultures. 

• Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) - traumatic experiences may both protect 

against future trauma, yet also there is evidence that leading during a crisis may cause 

PTSD in leaders, and be associated with problems in decision making under stress. 

• Anxiety - more neurotic dispositions may exacerbate PTSD and hence predispose 

leaders to hubris syndrome.  Excessive anxiousness is generally not well tolerated in 

senior leaders, so it is often masked by other behaviours or substance abuse. 
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• Psychotic conditions (delusions) - in some extreme cases delusions caused by mental 

illness may be severe and indicate a complete break with reality.  This is relatively 

rare in senior leaders, but cases such as that studied by Petit and Bollaert (2012) 

suggest that, particularly when things are unravelling, psychotic behaviour is not 

unknown. 

 

These authors also identify what they call protective factors which may guard against hubris.  

These include depressive realism (the capacity for superior objectivity in slightly depressed 

people - see also Ghaemi 2011); hyperthymic temperament (the very mania that in some 

circumstances can be damaging may also protect leaders from other forms of risk) and 

female gender.  The latter is yet another pointer to why more diverse leadership teams may 

be more successful; they are likely better insulated against groupthink (see below) as well as 

more challenging to aspects of emergent hubris where the leader is courageous enough to 

allow dissent. 

 

This medicalisation of individual hubris via ‘hubris syndrome’ is beguilingly attractive.  Such 

an analysis suggests that hubris is not so much the individual leader’s fault and that, if it can 

be recognised and acknowledged, it can be treated.  If the disease is incurable, it also implies 

that we can identify those who are not fit to lead, much as other medical tests might preclude 

workers from other tasks.  However, to treat it we need to be able to diagnose it both at the 

individual and organisational level. 

 

Assessing Hubris Syndrome 
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Dialogue about how we might assess hubris syndrome in individuals is growing. Atherton 

(2015) notes the challenge of providing clear psychiatric diagnoses against the Owen criteria.  

He suggests that: 

Given that we might be dealing with an incipient condition, with some uncertainty over 

which sub-set of the 14 core traits (Owen et al) are pertinent and present, then the issues of 

assessment Reliability and Validity become relevant. With a likely small sample size, any 

normative statistical analysis would have limited power and generalisability. Given this it 

may be an issue around predictive power and validity and any assessment could face 

significant legal challenges. 

 

However, Atherton rightly notes that recent selection processes including the Financial 

Conduct Authority’s Approved Person regime (which tests the honesty, integrity and 

reputation, competence and capability, and financial soundness of candidates) may provide an 

example of the type of robust, interview, CV-based and other tests of competence required, 

and/or could have hubris tests included more explicitly.  He notes the following potential 

avenues through which hubris testing might occur: 

 

a) A clinical interview, in which case who is accredited to perform the interview, and to 

whom does that individual owe a primary duty of care? 

b) A neuro-psychological assessment which requires that a definition of a pragmatic 

content and process be outlined. 

c) A self-report approach: in which case how is it to be created, validated, administered, 

scored and feedback provided to the relevant stakeholders? 
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d) A ‘360’ approach in which case how are raters to be selected and how are views to be 

aggregated and feedback managed? 

e) An approach based on the use of modern social media data analytics and expert 

opinion to look for patterns of indicator precursors which might lead to HS (in which case 

how is the model constructed, calibrated and executed)? 

f) An approach based on the use of linguistic analysis, in which case what model of 

indicator language is used, and how are relevant texts selected for inclusion given the 

prevalence of corporate communications and PR speechwriters? 

g) A combination of some or all of the above? 

Given personality measurement is well established in leadership assessment, we should 

surely look to how existing tools might be best used in detecting hubris in individuals. For 

leadership practitioners, some elements of tools used to identify established leadership 

derailers, and in particular the Hogan Dark Side Inventory (HDS) could be helpful, even 

though HDS was not designed for this specific purpose.  High risk scores on sub-scales for 

‘Excitable’, ‘Bold’ and ‘Colorful’ might be correlates with some of the issues Owen 

identifies.  Hogan note that the primary derailers for executives are high risk scores on 

‘Excitable’, ‘Reserved’ and ‘Mischievous’.  For business and financial operations, they are 

‘Bold’, ‘Colorful’ and ‘Dutiful’.  So we may already see some evidence that an existing tool 

is successfully picking up elements of hubris, and that these are associated with leaders who 

fail.  Hogan’s underlying theory suggests that these dark side traits are personality-based 

responses to stress (Talent Quarterly 2016), and hence potentially correlate well with the 

Owen view that hubris is a disease of power which enables both positive and negative 

elements to come to the fore.  More research and practitioner experiment is urgently needed 

into how to leverage existing personality assessment and selection tools and techniques to 
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provide at least a theoretical link to levels of hubris risk.  This could be done on behalf of the 

board either as part of a talent review or as a meta-analysis of data already collected. Some 

boards are asking CEOs and other executives to undergo an individual hubris assessment 

each year involving a focused 360 interview process1 that attempts to assess changes in the 

CEO’s behaviour. 

Given the considerable overlap between hubris and narcissism in the Owen model, we may 

also be able to leverage the emerging toolsets in that particular field too.  Malkin’s (2015) 

suggestion that narcissism is a spectrum trait, akin to those established as the Big Five, 

provides an interesting basis for testing executives and other leaders for extreme levels of the 

key indicators, and also for re-testing to see whether there has been degradation after the 

leader is exposed to power for longer.   

A final, though more controversial, area where established testing could potentially help cure 

hubris would be to identify and even exclude at-risk psychopathic personalities (it is 

axiomatic that all psychopaths are narcissists, though of course not vice versa), perhaps using 

Hare’s well-established PCL-R Psychopathy Checklist in the same processes.  This is not an 

easy task, and a great deal more work is required if we are to integrate disparate tests 

effectively, not just at the selection point but into ongoing assessment of the performance of 

senior leaders.  We also need to do more to identify whether patterns of individual hubris 

correlate with what we know about hubristic cultures for wider organisations, and how we 

can identify hubristic cultures without only measuring individual leaders. 

 

Individual and Organisational Hubris 

                                                             
1 This intervention was described by Chris Wiscarson, CEO of Equitable Life at a seminar When 
Confidence Becomes Arrogance: Managing and Mitigating Hubris run by Surrey University Business 
School in May 2016. 
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However, hubris is a problem not just for individual leaders but for whole cultures of 

leadership, sometimes across whole industries.  This may be when hubris is at its most 

dangerous.  Anthony Salz in his report into Barclays’ business practices after the LIBOR 

scandal (Salz 2013, 3.18) noted: 

 

Many of the banks which experienced the greatest difficulties seem to us to have suffered from 

a combination of control and risk management failures, exacerbated by cultures favouring 

aggressive growth, and often compounded by governance weaknesses. Underpinning these 

failings was a hubris born of (as it turned out) misplaced confidence that financial markets 

had irreversibly changed in ways that somehow made banks and economies more robust. 

 

Hubris in the banking industry is neither a subtle enemy nor a harmless one.  But it is not just 

in the catastrophe of the 2008/9 credit crisis that we have seen examples of organisations and 

industries succumbing to hubris, usually, it must be admitted, under the individual leadership 

of hubristic people.  There is much less literature available on the connections between 

individual and organisational hubris than on individual hubris alone.  Wray (2016) suggests a 

model that connects Internal Factors such as high self-attribution bias and Sources of 

Hubris such as the intoxication of power, External Factors such as board effectiveness and 

Consequences such as irrational decisions and subsequent nemesis.  But organisational 

theorists have not typically connected the dots between what we have learned regarding 

individual leadership hubris (or indeed other mental illnesses) with the predecessor 

conditions in the organisation and culture that might encourage such behaviours to flourish.  

It was the absence of such an established unifying theory that led to the development of the 
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Pariah Lifecycle (Nixon 2016), which is formed from the hypothesis that hubris has a key 

role to play in the creation of damaging organisational crises.  If this claim is true, then there 

is a strong moral as well as financial imperative to understand more about what causes such 

hubris and lets it flourish.  We should look hard to understand whether there are some other 

factors which exacerbate the macro conditions for hubris to strike and see if these can be 

minimised. 

  

Figure 1. Pariah Organisation Life Cycle 

 

(C) Disraeli Group 2015 

 

This lifecycle model is based on three sources of data and insight: 

• Detailed study of publicly available information and investigations (including 

testimony, regulatory reports, consultant reports, interviews with executives and press 

reports and investigations) relating to reputational crises in organisations in multiple 
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industries over the last three decades, including unpublished internal studies and 

reports. 

• Practitioner experience from working in organisations and with leaders in many 

industries over 25 years. 

• Model Testing via workshops and teaching sessions to assess whether the model has 

face validity with other executives, academics and practitioners and refine it further. 

 

The Pariah Lifecycle model is not yet underpinned rigorously with sufficient original 

experimental data, and was created in part to stimulate further testing and challenge.  In 

particular, it would be beneficial to identify organisations with hubristic cultures (not just 

organisations where there are at least some hubristic personalities) and test whether they 

suffer more frequent, more severe and ultimately more damaging crises than organisations 

with less hubristic cultures.  The evidence from Stadler (2011) suggests that more modest and 

less individualistic cultures survive and thrive better, especially over long periods, and 

another study suggests they may also help mitigate extreme behaviour by those with at risk 

personalities (Hoffman 2015).  Culture is therefore of great interest to regulators and boards 

alike; the risk is that it becomes a panacea without adequate definition. 

 

The Pariah Lifecycle model proposes that hubris in organisations (and by extension, their 

leaders) is the immediate precursor to crisis and subsequent nemesis.  It observes that after 

nemesis, if the organisation has not failed altogether, the next phase is either a successful (and 

perhaps deep) metamorphosis into a form that can achieve catharsis and stakeholder 

forgiveness, or a weak form that risks returning to the first point in the cycle, which is the 

genesis phase. 
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The proposed Genesis phase conditions in the model that can allow organisational hubris to 

flourish are, with one exception, hard to disentangle from the outputs of any manual for 

corporate success.  They are: 

• Fast Growth - organisations that grow too fast create phenomenal stresses on 

themselves, and it can be impossible for learning and leadership to keep up.  This 

makes it harder to avoid crises.   

• Brand Prominence - prominent organisational brands may make promises that the 

organisation cannot subsequently keep. This means crises become more critical and 

public than would otherwise be the case. 

• Success and Recognition - the very success that is necessary to enable the 

organisation to survive and thrive can start a turbocharged feedback loop that seeds 

future hubris.  It becomes hard for successful organisations to hear dissent or believe 

that success won’t continue. 

• Weak Governance - those who should be regulating the organisation and keeping 

leaders on the straight and narrow fail to do so. It is suggested that this is the principal 

enabler of hubris, the next stage in the lifecycle. 

 

The first three factors may be necessary for success, but should be treated with a certain 

degree of suspicion and reasonable paranoia, because they could be creating conditions for a 

lethal crisis.  Strong and effective governance may be the only way to mitigate these risks 

from ‘outside’ the organisational system. 
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Leadership Role Accelerators 

The underlying literature research of crises and disasters conducted for Nixon 2016 suggested 

that the proposed genesis conditions are not always recognised, particularly at the board and 

regulatory level, as risk factors before a crisis occurs.  More research is called for to establish 

whether these factors can be correlated with organisations suffering major reputational crises, 

and how to differentiate between benign and malignant versions of, for example, rapid 

growth. 

 

The research suggested that there are also elements of senior executive jobs that can be 

inherently dangerous, and may exacerbate tendencies to hubris in those whose personality is 

potentially at risk.  The conditions that were noted in the author’s practical experience 

working with four FTSE 100 CEOs and other senior leaders included: 

 

1. A need for frequent, rapid decisions - present in all big jobs, tends to reinforce a 

frequent feedback loop that the leader is correct and has great judgement, and doesn’t 

therefore need to listen to naysayers or doubters. 

2. Access to resources - being able to mobilise resources enables leaders’ whims and 

personal needs to be met without the compromises essential lower down the 

organisation. 

3. Requirement to present oneself as a strong leader internally and externally - 

reinforced by press and PR professionals, can result in something close to a 

personality cult, with an unhealthy lack of challenge to the leader’s view of their own 

success and righteousness. Even naturally self-effacing individuals are now driven 
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down this route to personalise the brand of their organisation, and to present 

themselves as ‘knowing’ or ‘wise’ leaders with few or no fallibilities. 

4. Isolation for reasons of wealth and ‘security’ - leaders mix less and less over time 

with “normal” people and start to live their lives in a bubble away from regular 

society and those who might challenge their world view. High rewards only increase 

this effect.  Leaders thus isolated have fewer experiences that might give them pause 

for thought about what is normal, moral or sensible. 

5. Isolation by nature of the office - the most senior roles have tough accountabilities 

but others manage access to them and their calendar to isolate them from diverse 

opinion, challenge or input.  Leaders thus isolated may be prone to manipulation by a 

limited group of power brokers or externals without accountabilities, who are often 

isolated from societies for the same reasons they are. The wealth and power of high 

office are just as corrupting for those who surround the throne - perhaps more so - and 

their motives and intentions cannot always be trusted (Nadler 2005). 

6. The glamour of power - leaders can become enamoured of the trappings of high 

power jobs, especially if they are highly remunerated, and their personal hinterland of 

friendships lacks connection with ‘normal’ life in their society.  They can become 

used to living and socialising solely with other powerful people and the attractive 

lifestyles and people who surround them, not least because other people in power 

understand the pressures of their lives and tend to be less judgemental, so they can 

relax and be themselves in their peer group. 
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These accelerators are independent of any of the individual psychological predisposing 

factors noted by Ghaemi et al above.  But there are important connections here to some of the 

potential sources of error noted by psychologists over many decades.  For example: 

 

• Preference biases (Gailmard 2014, Jensen and Meckling 1976) suggest that agency 

theory may lead to mistakes driven by the leader’s own self-interest over-riding the 

mandate they are supposed to be pursuing.  These may become more acute where 

rewards are excessive and prone to manipulation. 

• Myopia biases (Mischel 2014, Thaler and Shefrin 1981) suggest that leaders may be 

driven to act rashly by desire for short term rewards (including praise and the good 

opinion of the press, boards and shareholders, as well as financial incentives) rather 

than the longer term interests of the organisation. 

• Groupthink biases (Janis 1972, 1982) suggest that leaders may wrongly follow 

others in their inner circle (including the board and their peer groups in their own 

industry) rather than doing something more radical and effective, and/or that leaders 

may drive such groupthink in their own leadership team. 

• Attribution biases (Heider 1958) suggest that leaders will wrongly assert outcomes 

are based on actions or inputs that are not the case, or make errors based on recent 

experience or false intuitions or assumptions. 

• Overconfidence biases (Oskamp 1965, Kahneman 2011) are especially relevant and 

powerful, implying that leaders may suffer from false confidence in the accuracy and 

correctness of their predictions and claims, sometimes ignoring powerful evidence 

that contradicts them. 
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Of course these biases are not unique to leaders - there is ample data that suggests we are all 

prone to them.  However, it’s rare for leaders to acknowledge these facts of human nature and 

their own vulnerability to them, at least in public.  It’s even rarer for leaders to demand 

processes and constraints on their own power and decision making that might counteract 

these biases.  The very personalities that drive people to take on leadership roles hardly make 

them crave curbs on getting what they want, even if in their wiser moments they know they 

need some checks and balances. 

 

The evidence grows that where a potentially hubristic personality, with excessive levels of 

narcissism, finds a supportive culture with few brakes on behaviour, they may rapidly go to 

the “dark side” if there is no effective opposition and questioning from board, regulators or 

other stakeholders, including investors.   

 

Conclusions and Suggestions for Researchers and Practitioners 

 

To assist investors, boards, regulators and others tasked with governance to reduce risks of 

cultural hubris there are a number of areas where researchers and practitioners might usefully 

make progress. 

 

Researchers 

There are several areas for further formal research: 

• Test the hypotheses that ‘hubristic leadership’ and ‘hubristic cultures’ are linked 

to value destruction.  This work implies there are workable definitions of hubris at 

both an individual and organisational level, and that these can then be measured and 
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related to data about organisational performance, crises, reputation and survival.  This 

work should not be limited to the for-profit sector; the a priori evidence suggests that 

the same dynamics play out in all organisations of any size or complexity. 

• Research is needed into whether the proposed genesis conditions for hubris are 

meaningfully correlated with subsequent hubristic culture characteristics 

emerging, and subsequent organisational failure. 

• Research may also be helpful to test whether/how the proposed leadership role 

accelerators described in this paper can be reduced as risk factors, and whether in 

such circumstances this reduces hubris risk without compromising organisational 

performance.  There may be a role for changes in job design as well as increased 

diversity (including gender diversity) in proposed solutions. 

• It may also be helpful to test whether there is an optimal amount of hubris to allow 

in an organisation, without which performance declines meaningfully due to lack of 

confidence, vision and ability to inspire others. 

• Research into executive pay could usefully prove through modelling the logic of the 

hypothesis that transparency makes increasing executive pay inevitable, as well as 

increasing inequity vs. employee pay. Research may also be able to establish via 

simulation what levels of design data are most helpful to stakeholders and whether 

executive pay quanta can indeed be ignored in valuation and investor governance.  

Results could be compared with control groups and/or groups working with external 

restrictions such as CEO or top team pay caps. 

• Researchers might usefully test whether cultures that engage in frequent, major 

simulation of response to crisis and/or after action reviews are measurably less 

hubristic and prone to actual crises than those that don’t. 
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Policy Makers and Practitioners 

There are multiple areas for policy makers and practitioners to develop these ideas in their 

work. These include: 

• Improving existing tools to enable more accurate and valid testing of hubris 

syndrome in individuals and organisations.   Some specific suggestions above re using 

existing tools imply that much could be done within current approaches to 

psychological assessment of individuals.  Recent advances in linguistic analysis and 

technology suggest that there are vast troves of data from employees and leaders in 

the form of corporate emails, social media posts (internal and external), employee 

survey data etc which can and should be analysed more fully (Garrard 2016) and 

connected with existing and emerging cultural measurement capability.  Think tank 

Demos and PR consultancies are already analysing Twitter (Demos 2016) and other 

social media feeds to understand political and customer sentiment; such algorithms 

can be set to work on hubristic language indicators to give boards and analysts 

indicators of growing risk, as well as making it easier for leaders to understand and 

respond to employee views and avoid isolation. 

• Hubris testing needs to be given stronger normative roots which can adapt for 

industry and country culture norms, without colluding in unhealthy and corrupt 

local norms.  Tools need to be able to discriminate risk effectively in context without 

forgetting that context is often global and won’t be limited to industry. Low hubris in 

banking might be high hubris in another industry.  High hubris in Singapore may be 

low in London. Balancing local and global norms is critical here. 
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• Assuming that the leadership role accelerators proposed in this article are valid, 

then regulators and organisation design practitioners need to consider how to 

mitigate these risks, including by changing selection, assessment and other processes 

of governance.  Specific suggestions include: 

o Strengthen separation of Chairman and CEO roles; this is in the FRC code 

already, but exceptions are sometimes made, and perhaps it is time to make it 

illegal to merge the roles in any public company because of the risks of 

absolute power corrupting absolutely. 

o Consider term limits for CEOs; although average tenures are reducing, there 

is evidence that those in role beyond five years may have inappropriate levels 

of influence over the board 

o Have the CHRO report directly to the Board Nomination Committee to 

clarify the independence required in the role and the expectation that this 

individual is well placed to provide an informed assessment. 

o The FRC Code may have to add a requirement for an independent talent 

advisor to be appointed by each board to ensure succession planning and 

leadership culture and development is being done in the interests of the 

organisation and not the current executive team. 

• Executive pay already receives significant external scrutiny and complaint.  Recently, 

investors, boards and even some executives seem to accept that the current system is 

broken.  Evidence suggests that agency theory continues to drive executives to act in 

their own interests (Jensen and Meckling), attribution bias drives mistaken pay for 

performance outcomes, and pay transparency continues (as it necessarily must) to 

drive up executive rewards, because no Remco wants to aim to pay in the lower 
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quartiles for superior or even average performance.  There are so many issues with the 

status quo that even without incompetence in pay design or corruption in execution 

we have guaranteed that executive pay will continue to rise relative to employee 

pay.  This will keep happening even if within that construct investors and boards are 

satisfied that they are receiving value for money on the basis of market performance. 

Change should be considered in three areas:  

o A radical, though counterintuitive, start would be to greatly reduce executive 

pay transparency (no board wants to be below average, but this very 

dynamic drives up pay relentlessly).  Executives have always feared 

employees sharing their own pay details on the grounds that this leads to 

inflationary demands, and in some jurisdictions they have made discussion of 

pay a sackable offence.  It has become increasingly pointless to enforce such 

bans in the age of Glassdoor and other sites devoted to benchmarking 

employee pay, although experts claim that these data are misleading about 

about actual total reward levels.  However, it should nevertheless be possible 

to reduce transparency between companies on executive pay quanta, while 

increasing it on pay design and the basis for choices made by the board on 

actual payouts.  If we didn’t know (exactly) what a given CEO is paid, but 

knew what KPIs and achievements are in her incentive package (and with 

what weighting), we might keep analyst focus where it belongs on total 

employee costs, and on understanding what the board has asked for more of 

and is paying for.  The precise pay mix, including the critical base pay item 

and the total compensation, could remain secret, though there would 

inevitably be informed speculation as for employee pay.  
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o Active investors should be more prepared to weigh in on pay design 

(including quanta) and execution before, not after, the payout.  The owners 

of the company (and indeed its regulators) should know up front what factors 

are being used and how to determine payouts, and whether the design is 

mechanical or relies on board discretion.  There should always be board 

discretion on payout in a good design, as it is just too easy for a situation to 

arise such as happened in 2016 at BP, where the CEO had achieved the critical 

KPIs to drive a big payout, yet was receiving this award in a market where the 

plummeting oil price had destroyed earnings and the share price.  What was 

lacking was not a further complexity in the scheme design, so much as a 

sensible choice by the Remco that took a wider view and avoided paying for 

perceived failure.  If Remcos cannot improve their poor performance we may 

therefore need to introduce annual binding shareholder votes on payouts as 

well as triennial votes on pay design. Research could establish how best to 

secure shareholder support for such policy moves and how they are best to be 

executed. 

o Finally, boards should restructure their own incentives to help pressure 

remuneration committees and their chairs to reduce or at least contain 

executive rewards rather than increase them.  Perhaps this could be done 

through some form of zero-sum game for how much cash and stock can be 

distributed to the board and the top executives in total (whether deferred or 

not), and for the non-executives to be motivated to get their own share of this 

finite pool (and thus also to be more motivated to increase value, though this 

creates a different set of problems).  Board remuneration is typically less 
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complex in terms of the design of rewards than executive reward. In general 

this is a good thing, as design complexity rapidly destroys transparency, but 

there is no reason more could not be done to ensure that the investors saw 

better alignments of their own interest with board rewards, including the 

rewards for doing the job of reducing executive compensation levels. 

• Preparing for and practising for crises would seem to be one of the simplest and 

most effective tools available in reducing hubris risk.  In making the existence of 

crises (and thus, failure) transparent and clear, executives can signal that they are 

concerned to avoid such troubles, but also are interested in learning about the 

organisation’s vulnerabilities, including vulnerabilities related to reputation.  By 

simulating and working through crisis drills and exercises (as well as post-crisis 

reviews), particularly those involving a wide range of the organisation’s senior 

leadership, thoughtful organisations are sending powerful messages regarding 

humility, as well as giving real time learning opportunities to a wide range of leaders 

about what could go wrong and how others outside their culture might react.  

Tremendous opportunities exist here to reinvent senior leadership development and 

assessment, and one could even connect executive reward intelligently to performance 

in such exercises; incentives could reward the ability to find issues and start correcting 

them, rather than encourage unhelpful behaviour by paying for ‘success’. The board 

should be involved in these processes - including ex post reviews of crises constructed 

around the principles of after action reviews aimed at maximising organisational 

learning rather than focusing blame on actors in the system (Syed, 2015, Tomorrow’s 

Company, 2016).  
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Conclusion 

Hubris is (and always has been) more than just narcissism, and extends to organisations as 

well as individuals – it’s a disease of power that exists in a social context.  Fighting hubris is 

difficult because of natural human tendencies as well as the pressures created by modern 

organisational constructs and reward systems.  Putting the wrong people (whether we think of 

them as morally wrong or medically unwell) in harm’s way by letting them get access to 

great power is problematic. Unfortunately, many of the people who seek high office and can 

negotiate organisational politics successfully are narcissists or otherwise prone to hubris.  

Only through better board scrutiny, new approaches to leadership selection and development, 

as well as radical changes to reward can we achieve the wholesale reductions in risk we seek, 

and protect leaders and organisations alike from the damaging crises brought on by hubris. 

Further research is needed to test the hypotheses of the Pariah Lifecycle and other models 

including the Genesis factors and the effectiveness of potential cures and interventions, but 

there is already a strong case for changes to be considered to governance, regulation and 

certain aspects of organisation design and reward. 
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