I. Dark Side of Leadership
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Let’s talk a bit about the dark side of leadership. How many of you realize that everyone has some type of “dark” tendencies in their personality? Had anyone ever told you that you have a big ego? That you are passive-aggressive? That you are too dependent on others? That you are paranoid? Each person has personality traits that are not appealing to others, and can actually harm relationships with others if not controlled. Just as with all other self-help situations, the first step involves gaining an understanding of what dark characteristics you have. That way, they can be dealt with properly. 


[image: image2]Some of the dark personality traits include narcissism, compulsion, paranoia, codependency, and passive-aggression. Now, some people may have others, and some people may have multiple dark characteristics. Again, what is important is to understand what tendencies you have and how to effectively deal with them. This is something the great leaders can do – effectively understand and deal with their dark characteristics. When they don’t understand or do not effectively deal with these dark tendencies, they are ineffective leaders, they lose their following, influence, and power, and they do harm to the organization. A great book for looking at these dark tendencies is Overcoming the Dark Side of Leadership by Gary L. McIntosh and Samuel D. Rima. They discuss each in detail. The following page is a bit of insight into their discussion of each characteristic.

II. Narcissism, Compulsion, Paranoia, Codependency, Passive-Aggressive
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Narcissistic leaders tend to think very highly of themselves. These are the leaders who have an overinflated self-perception, and they have an inflated sense of importance. The leader discussed in Module 1 is an example of a narcissistic leader. These individuals believe the organization could not function without them, and they tend to always believe their way is the best way, regardless of whether it actually is. This can harm an organization, because people will not even argue after a while, because it does no good. Instead, this person will make all the decisions without discussion, and that is never a good idea in an organization. Everyone has something to bring to the table.

Compulsion

Compulsion is another dark personality characteristic. Some of the characteristics of a compulsive person include looking for approval all the time. They must be in control at all times, and are often workaholics. These individuals are very conscientious, and have high moral values. Unfortunately, these characteristics are not always positive in an organization. Of course, people are not in control all the time. Things happen that are out of one’s control almost daily. Seeking approval of others in authority can lead to bad decisions as well. Although it is nice when the top leadership approves of your decisions, sometimes making the right decision means making the unpopular decision, and if you are concerned with appeasing top leadership, you may sacrifice the right decision just for their approval. Those who work all the time are not doing the organization a lot of good, either. Although a lot of work gets done, these people tend to over commit their time, and then end up stressed out because of all of the irons in the fire. They tend to not be able to say no to people, to the detriment of their own well-being.

Paranoia

We all have used the term “paranoid” to describe the actions of ourselves or someone else. When we use this term we are saying that they are being unrealistic about what others are doing around them. Paranoid people are often concerned about motives of others, and are very suspicious people. Additionally, paranoid leaders often fear someone undermining their leadership, and are very jealous individuals. Of course, this is not an attractive characteristic, but sometimes it is difficult to know if someone is being paranoid or if others really are trying to undermine them. So, this is a very difficult personality trait to self-identify.

Codependency 

Codependency is another dark characteristic that leaders and other people sometimes face. Like those who are compulsive, they do not like to tell people “no” so they tend to take on more than they can handle. Additionally, codependent people tend to allow deviant behavior from subordinates and coworkers. These are the people who tend to get taken advantage of because they want to please others. These people are often the ones who avoid conflict and cover up any issues or problems. They are good at avoiding the issue. Although these individuals are the peacemakers, sometimes these methods are not the best for leading an organization.

Passive-Aggressive

Passive-aggressive behavior is another form of dark leadership. These individuals also like to be in control of things around them. However, they do it differently than compulsive people. They tend to exert control through emotions such as anger. These people are also very stubborn and forgetful. They tend to complain a lot and they do not like authority. They do not want to be told what to do.

III. Conclusion

Each of these dark characteristics is detrimental to leadership in its own way. Again, good leaders have a great level of self-awareness, and they can figure out which of these dark characteristics best describes them. From there, they can start to look at ways to overcome these tendencies to be a more productive leader within an organization. Furthermore, understanding these dark characteristics can also help people to understand other people’s tendencies, which can make it easier to work with others. For example, if I know that my boss is compulsive I can take steps to work around her compulsive behaviors to have a successful working relationship with her.

Since the culture of the organization starts at the top of the organizational chart, it is imperative that the leaders within the organization have a great self-awareness and are willing to understand their own strengths and weaknesses and work to improve upon them. Leadership is not a skill that is mastered, but a continuous improvement cycle where there is always room for improvement. As the organization changes, the people change, and the external environment changes, leaders must change as well. The leaders who are able to do so tend to be the most successful.

