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Psyche them out

Psychopathic bosses are alarmingly common, but don't despair
because there are ways of dealing with them, finds CATH EVERETT

his January Donald Trump

will be inaugurated as the
45th president of the United
States, a turn of events that still
has many blinking in shock. For
those still adamantly opposed
to Trump's ascendancy there’s

yet another unpalatable fact they

may not want to digest.

Oxford University research
psychologist Kevin Dutton
recently used a standard
psychometric tool — the
Psychopathic Personality
Inventory — to rank former
presidential candidates and a
series of historical world figures

based on eight psychopathic
traits. Trump scored 171... two
points higher than Adolf Hitler.
But Trump is in good company.
Recent research by psychologists
at Australia’s Bond University,
conducted among 261 senior
leaders working in US supply
chain management, found that
21% demonstrated clinically
significant levels of psychopathic
traits. This figure compares
with around just 1% of the
wider population.
Many in HR may not find this
that surprising. The higher
prevalence of destructive, ruthless

K€ The higher
prevalence of
destructive,
ruthless and
risk-taking
behaviours
among leaders
has been well-
documented

and risk-taking behaviours among
leaders has been well-documented
over the years, not least in relation
to the financial crisis. And
managing such behaviours is
something a fair few HRDs will be
no stranger to.

More surprising, perhaps, will

be the claim from some that
psychopathic qualities are not
always inherently a bad thing.

Being a CEO requires

ambition, tenacity,

determination, risk-taking and

having a positive view of
yourself and your abilities,
points out leadership specialist
at Monkey Puzzle 'I‘mininE Karen
Meager, which are “all more
natural if you have psychopathic
wiring, or else self-doubt gets in
the way”.

While psychopathic CEOs
will not be appropriate for all
environments — and can cause a
lot of damage — they may be right
for some, she adds. These include
fast-moving, high-risk
commercial cultures such as
financial services or organisations
that require someone to take them
through a major restructure.

But in more stable people-
centric operations such
individuals are likely to wreak
havoc. Suzanne Ross, senior
lecturer at Nottingham Trent
University’s business school,
People with

explains:
psychopathic traits are generally
very charismatic and have lots of
energy, vision and confidence, but
there’s a piece missing for them,
and that piece is empathy. You
could almost feel sorry for them
as it’s just how their brain
functions — apart from the fact
they leave a trail of destruction
behind them.”

The upshot is that the business
is likely to start haemorrhaging
talent, particularly at the senior
manager level as they will be
directly affected by the CEO's
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inability to relate effectively
to others.

C-] Green, group chief people
officer at facilities management
services provider Servest,
explains: “If you've got toxicity
at senior levels it makes it more
challenging to have a positive
culture as that kind of behaviour
reverberates around the
organisation. People often unite
against the toxic executive, but it
can cause quite large ripple
effects and is a huge distraction.”

One possible way of
minimising the impact is to
create a strong team around the
boss, not least to deal with people
issues and put out fires. As
Meager points out: “If it’s framed
in such a way that it'll make the
CEQ's life easier, for example
‘they’ll take over the stuff you
can’t be bothered with so you can
focus on the things you love
doing), they’ll sign up to almost
anything.”

But the real danger comes if
such leaders are surrounded by
‘yes men’ that cannot or do not
challenge them. While doing so
yourself may sound scary, it boils
down to how you present
difficult issues and, just as
importantly, possible solutions.

Servest’s Green explains: “If
you can master managing
upwards life becomes so much
easier. People are afraid to tell
CEOs the bad stuff because
they’re scared of the repercussions,
but some people are simply not
aware of how they come across.
So if you point out ‘this is what
you're doing and this is the impact’
it can make a big difference.”

While bosses who are true
psychopaths will not care if their
behaviour is having negative
repercussions on others, being
clear about the negative
consequences in business
performance terms will make a
difference because it reflects on
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them and taps into
their likely
narcissism.

“Psychopaths hate
drawn-out processes so
if they decide they want to fire
people don't say ‘that’s not fair”
says Meager. “Say ‘those people
aspects won't go away and they’ll
lead to legal issues, which will
cause you a lot of hassle; so it’s
better to stick to the rules’”

As with any boss, the most
successful way of handling such
individuals is to think about
what they need from you — which
will not be how you feel about x
or how well you have
collaborated on y. Instead it will
be about talking the language of
results, facts and deliverables and
spelling out in clear business
terms the prizes that are to be
gained or the pain that will be
suffered if a given action is taken.

Tressandra Henderson, an
independent HR consultant who
was until recently group HR
director at advertising agency
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13 personality traits of
a psychopath

D I I S I R

» Show a glib and
superficial charm

» Have a grandiose
estimation of
themselves

» Need alot

of stimulation

Are pathological liars

Lack remorse or guilt

Are cunning and

manipulative

Lack realistic long-term goals

vvYyy

Have a parasitic lifestyle

Are impulsive

VYVYYVYYY

Respond in superficial emotional ways
Demonstrate callousness and lack of empathy

Show poor control over their own behaviour

Fail to accept responsibility for their own actions

Source: The Hare Psychopathy Checklist - Revised

TBWA UK, says

providing monthly

metrics around issues
such as retention can
prove useful.

But she also advocates
introducing learning and
development programmes, such
as TBWA's Be the Best You
initiative, to open up dialogue.
This approach involved the
entire company undertaking
Myers Briggs questionnaires,
which “gave us a platform to
speak in a new language and talk
about why someone might
behave in certain ways and what
the impact was,” Henderson says.
It also made it easier to raise
specific issues with senior
managers, which could then be
worked on with the help of an
executive coach.

Elizabeth Burnell, former HR
policy consultant at design,
engineering and management
consultancy Atkins, says it can be
about finding that one person
the leader will listen to: “If
someone is a complete
megalomaniac they’re not going
to listen. But most people aren’t
like that so if you can find the
right person — someone they
respect — they might be able to
get the message across, perhaps
in an informal context by going
for a drink or whatever.”

Nonetheless, Henderson
believes the days of the
psychopathic boss are numbered,
not least because millennials may
increasingly refuse to put up
with such behaviour.

“They want to work with
purpose and instant
gratification; if they don't like a
situation they’ll just move on,”
she says. “We'll see companies
having to explain what they're
doing more, and HR will have to
move with the times — we won't
be able to just stand back and let
things happen.” HR
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