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Adapted from: “Charisma In The Workplace”  by Maggie Van Ostrand

When top executive jobs are vacant, there are many qualities to be 
considered in an applicant, qualities such as capability, experience, 
and education. But the quality that is most likely to facilitate acquiring 
such infl uential and lucrative positions, and there’s no doubt about it 
among the experts, is charisma. 
 Not everyone has charisma, this is the quality that gives a 
personality infl uence over large numbers of people, people who follow 
not because they have to, but because they want to. J.F. Kennedy had 
charisma and so do actor Jack Nicholson and entrepreneur Richard 
Branson. Tony Blair and Nelson Mandela are both candidates, and 
Lady Diana and Martin Luther King certainly had it.
 Charisma can be a trait that, while helping managers to get 
to the top of their professions, can cause some serious problems later, 
if a dark side shows itself. Some top executives who look good to their 
peers and their bosses and who do well on most assessments, turn 
out to be terrible for their companies, and end up being costly by 
creating poor morale, excessive turnover, and reducing productivity. 
Sometimes they can ruin a company altogether.
 Many corporations hire experts to handle the job interview, 
experts who know how to differentiate between genuine charisma, 
of which self-confi dence is the basis, and variations of it, which have 
a dark side, an almost grandiose sense of certainty with a disdain for 
subordinates. 
 One whose assessments expose the dark side, if it’s lurking 
within a charismatic job candidate, is Professor Hogan, President 
of Hogan Assessment Systems (HAS). Robert Hogan pioneered the 
use of personality measures for making organisational decisions by 
predicting on-the-job performance, particularly aspects associated 
with “attitude.” Dr. Hogan’s 25 years of development, refi nement and 
validation supply the tools that provide valuable information for in-
depth developmental feedback.
 “Besides intelligence and a knack for strategic planning, 
good managers have enormous charm and energy,” said Dr. Hogan. 
“Charisma ... concerns sparkling, shining, and seeming very attractive.” 
The key word is ‘seeming.’
 “Three of the 10 major personality disorders are also 
characterised by charisma,” said Dr. Hogan, “they are Narcissistic, 
Psychopathic, and Histrionic personalities. Narcissism is about being 
charming but arrogant – think Bill Clinton. Narcissists act as though 
normal rules don’t apply to them.”

“Psychopathy is about being charming but utterly 
untrustworthy – think Jeffrey Fastow (former Enron CFO). Histrionic 
is about being charming but capable of only superfi cial relationships, 
and being distractible – think any movie star. Charismatic people light 
up a room and make a huge impact on strangers...”
 When asked if two people were eligible for the same 
position, would the one with the attractive personality get the job 
even if the other had better qualifi cations? Dr. Hogan answered 
emphatically: “Charisma trumps accomplishments and integrity every 
time.”

  One way to tell the difference between charisma and 
narcissism, says Dr. Hogan, is “the degree to which they are willing 
to share credit for success, and to accept blame for failure. Narcissists 
won’t ... accept blame. They are particularly good at ingratiating 
themselves with their seniors but brutalise their juniors.” 
   Dr. Howard S. Schwartz, Professor of Organisational 
Behaviour and author of “Narcissistic Process and Corporate Decay: 
The Theory of the Organisation Ideal,” agrees on the dangers of 
narcissistic management. He says it insulates managers from reality: 
“If the top management of an organisation does something that 
causes the organisation to head towards a cliff, (it) is going to go 
over the cliff and the only thing most people can do is to cross their 
fi ngers and update their CVs.”  
  Dr. Sandra Davis, founder and CEO of MDA Consulting 
Group, uses Hogan questionnaires, in part, to help sort out job 
applicants for their corporate clients. Sandra herself is a fascinating 
conversationalist, a charismatic one-time classical pianist whose 
taste in music ranges from Brahms to the Rolling Stones. In divining 
the difference between charisma and narcissism in job applicants for 
corporate clients, Dr. Davis, who practices objectivity with a heart, 
interviews with such questions as: 
  “Tell me about the last time you made a mistake. Tell me 
about when something didn’t work out the way you wanted it 
to. When was the last time you got feedback from someone who 
didn’t agree with you? What will people who know you say is your 
downside?”
  These are intriguing questions which, Dr. Davis has found, 
“Narcissists are incapable of answering, except with glib responses, 
because....(they) truly cannot see themselves as having made 
any mistakes and can’t accept feedback.” In discussing criteria for 
leadership, Dr. Davis states “Initial charisma isn’t quite the same as 
being attracted to human spirit, depth of character, (or having) the 
thought, “I’d follow them...”
  Although it appears to be diffi cult to uncover genuine 
charisma, it’s not impossible. One executive, whose name was 
repeatedly mentioned throughout these interviews as an ideal, 
intellectually fl exible and charismatic leader, was Xerox Corporation’s 
recently elected President and CEO: Anne M. Mulcahy. Colleagues 
describe her as a problem-solving optimist who can deliver bad 
news well, bring the required players to the table, and keep them 
talking and inspired. When she took over leadership of Xerox, the 
company was struggling to right itself after managerial mistakes had 
plunged it into deep fi nancial trouble. Anne is one of only 10 women 
to lead a Fortune 500 company. 
  In view of the recent rise in known executive misbehaviour, 
perhaps it would be universally benefi cial for medical research to 
concentrate on cloning not sheep, but charismatic leaders like Anne 
Mulcahy. 

©Maggie Van Ostrand is a regular contributor to the Chicago Tribune.
 

A charismatic personality may be a persuasive infl uence in the selection process for any job, 
but particularly so for high profi le leadership roles. The discussion reported below consid-
ers a “dark side” to charisma that could have disastrous consequences for an organisation.
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