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Research Context
• Crises – lots of  them – in 

a VUCA world
• Empirical experience of  

reputational crises and 
their damage

• Owen hubris syndrome 
model and associated 
research on hubris in 
executives and politicians

• Issues of  trust and concept 
of  “pariah” organisations

• Increasing interest in how 
to do more than react to 
crises – boards, investors 
and insurers
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Crises: increasingly fast, global and furious

• 28% of  crises spread to international media within 1 hour
• 69% spread internationally within 24 hours
• 53% of  companies’ share prices did not recover to pre-crisis levels within one 

year
• 58% of  companies experienced significant disruption to operations
• 53% lost revenue
• Yet 25% of  companies said they had ‘months’ of  notice of  the crisis before it 

broke in the media, and 8% had ‘weeks’ to prepare
• Nearly 10% of  board directors left within six months of  the crisis breaking; of  

these nearly half  stated publicly that the crisis was causal to their departure

Once a complex crisis breaks, you probably won’t keep up

Source:  Freshfields: Containing a Crisis and Knowing the risks, protecting your business 3



Hypotheses and Methodology
Hypotheses

• Organisational crises are rooted in 
wider organisational problems, 
not just externalities which cannot be 
avoided

• Meta-analysis of  complex 
organisational failures will reveal 
patterns which could help us avoid 
future crises.

• The patterns we will see will be in 
the performance, governance 
and leadership of  the 
organisation as well as its reputation.

• Ancient history can be a guide to us 
regarding concepts of  hubris, 
reputation and leadership
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Methodology
• 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 industries over the last three 
decades, including unpublished internal 
studies and reports.

• Literature study on hubris.
• Practitioner experience from working in 

organisations and with leaders in many 
industries over 25 years.

• Formation of  explanatory model 
incorporating a holistic view of  the system 
and the role of  leadership within it.

• 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.



Findings – What is Hubris?
• Athens 5th century BCE = acting without respect, association 

with wealth, maleness, sexual violence, dishonour (and 
enjoying that dishonour)

• Owen (2009) – Hubris Syndrome = diagnosable condition; 
selfish, image conscious, messianic, excessive confidence, loss 
of  contact with reality, incompetence.

• Ghaemi, Liapis and Owen (2016) risk factors: lack of  
realism, lack of  empathy, some mental illnesses, narcissism, 
some drugs, male gender.

• Ghaemi (2011) protective factors: depressive realism, 
hyperthymic temperament, female gender.

• It isn’t: Big 5 trait, same as narcissism, well understood.
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Findings – Pariah Lifecycle
• This model has been tested with academics, OD 

practitioners, CEOs, Chairmen, HRDs and leadership 
development specialists.

• It appears to have face validity at several scales:
– Organisational – fits well with data about what caused a 

wide variety of  crises and leadership and governance 
weaknesses

– Individual – helps individuals understand what has gone 
wrong “on their watch” and their own role in causing the 
issues

– Macro – can be used at industry or even country level (eg
for understanding Brexit)
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GENESIS
• A recognisable brand
• Rapid Growth
• Success, praise and recognition
• Weak Governance

1
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CRISIS
• Behavioural, Operational or Financial
• Issues become crises
• Responses
• Reactions

HUBRIS
• Senior people out of touch
• Lack of respect for dissent
• Arrogance and grandiosity
• Lack of attention to warning 

signs

CATHARSIS
• Ritual cleansing
• Forgiveness from society
• Renewal of social contract
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NEMESIS
• Public shaming
• Betrayal of trust
• Loss of reputation
• Organisation failure

METAMORPHOSIS
1. The real thing – gives 

opportunity for real catharsis 
and change

2. False change – failure to deal 
with the deep cultural and 
systemic issues

DG

Source:  Pariahs: Hubris, Crises and 
Organisational Reputations, by Matt Nixon



Findings - Genesis Conditions
• Rapid Growth 

– Creates sense of  momentum, change and vigour
– Decreases (apparent) relevance of  previous experience
– Creates stresses on systems, processes, leaders, cultures

• Recognisable Brand
– Creates big promises
– Instant recognition and equivalency with others

• Success and Praise
– Feedback loop that suggests things are going well
– Reinforces current ways of  working, leading are correct
– Tends to correlate well with growth and brand

• Weak Governance
– Board and/or Regulator not ahead of  issues and unable 

to challenge effectively
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Source:  Pariahs: Hubris, Crises and 
Organisational Reputations, by Matt Nixon



Findings – Leadership Role Accelerators

• Need for frequent, rapid decisions
• Access to resources
• Requirement to present self  as strong leader
• Isolation for reasons of  wealth and security
• Isolation by nature of  office
• Glamour of  power
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These features of  senior roles may make hubris more likely



Discussion
• Assessing for hubris is not easy at the individual or organisational level.

– Requires a clear understanding of  dark side personality traits and not yet clear 
whether existing tools such as HDS can do the job.

– Relationship of  hubris as a concept to narcissism, Big 5 traits and even 
psychopathy needs further investigation and accepted definition.

– No existing tools can yet do the job – needs a wider assessment even if  one is 
using Owen’s criteria.

– Promising: linguistic analysis of  speech, text and emails etc.
• This model seems to be the only one so far to link the individual 

psychology of  hubris to the organisational outcome of  crisis and nemesis 
for the brand, not just the leader.

• Focus of  this paper is on the preventative side of  the model; we need also 
to consider whether the metamorphosis side is valid, testable and if  so 
what conclusions might be drawn from it.
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Implications for practice and leadership 
capabilities

• Improve existing tools to enable testing of  hubris – adapt existing or create 
new ones.

• Hubris testing needs to have stronger normative roots adaptable to 
industry and country norms

• Mitigate leadership risks:
– Strengthen separation of  Chairman and CEO
– Consider term limits for CEOs
– CHRO report directly to Board for Talent matters
– FRC code to require independent talent advisors

• Reduce executive pay relativities and leverage
– Reduce pay transparency
– Active investors stop bad plans before payout
– Boards restructure their own incentives

• Organisations should prepare for and practise for crises
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Future research propositions
• Test the hypothesis that hubristic leadership and hubristic cultures are 

linked to value destruction (‘prove’ it’s a causal and negative relationship)
• Test whether proposed genesis conditions are correlated with hubristic 

cultures
• Test whether/how proposed leadership role accelerators can be reduced as 

risk factors
• Identify if  there is an optimal amount of  hubris where long term 

performance is optimised
• Model relationship of  executive rewards to hubris (‘prove’ relationship of  

over-leveraged as well as badly designed rewards to negative outcomes)
• Model how reducing executive pay transparency could reduce pay 

inflation as well as slow growth in pay discrepancies between execs and 
workers

• Measure whether cultures that simulate crisis response are less hubristic
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