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Chapter 1




personality

Brain Rule:

Personality tests, like chocolate, should be taken with a grain of salt.




WHEN SOME PEOPLE HEAR the name John Madden, they’re reminded of a bestselling videogame. Others remember an insightful, riotously funny football broadcaster, famous for saying things like “Boom! You got this guy going here, this guy going there, this guy going that way, then…boom!” But football fans of a certain age—you know who you are—have a much richer store of memories of the man. Madden was one of the greatest coaches ever to head a football team. He had an outsize, charismatic personality, nearly as big as his belly. He needed every ounce of it to shape an unruly, headstrong group of football players into a winning team.

Madden helmed the Oakland Raiders from 1969 to 1978. His teams secured numerous division championships and went on to win one Super Bowl. Incredibly, he never had a losing season. (To this day, Madden is the winningest coach in Raiders history).

His success was hardly a walk in the park, though. Madden’s Raiders often seemed like they were recruited from the Island of Misfit Toys. Many players were dropped from other teams around the league. Consider some of their nicknames: Snake, The Mad Stork, The Assassin, Rooster, and Dr. Death. During training camp, one player showed up on the 50-yard line atop a horse wearing a traffic cone on his head. Madden once quipped, “The road to easy street goes through the sewer.” Perhaps he meant the horse corral.

Not just anybody could have gotten the 1970s Raiders to play as a cohesive unit. Indeed, Oakland went through five head coaches in eight years before they found Madden. They could have saved a lot of money if they possessed some magic crystal ball capable of predicting the right person for the job.

Do such crystal balls exist? Many businesses have complex management needs every bit as challenging as the 1970s Raiders. Most don’t have a John Madden. What traits did John’s personality have to make him such an effective coach?

Knowing how the personalities of employees affect an organization’s success would be extremely useful, especially if you’re faced with the daunting task of staffing your team, your department, your company. Many businesses use personality tests in an attempt to forecast people’s occupational successes. Are any of them worth using? The answer is a qualified yes, depending upon the tests you use and the people you employee to help you interpret them. I’m not yet ready to turn formal personality testing into a crystal ball. I am, however, ready to nominate responsible testing for a spot on your hiring committee.

We’ll look at some of these tests, from present-day questionnaires to future-day genetic testing. We’ll talk about how to measure the messy business of human behavior, discussing variables about which researchers are reasonably wary. But before we get started, I need to discuss three factors that frame what personality tests can and can’t do for your hiring practices.


Three factors

The first factor concerns an end-point definition: Exactly what is meant by a company’s “success?” It’s often defined comprehensively as the satisfactory completion of a goal.

But is this definition really all that comprehensive? Businesses often cite factual measures to assess success—cash flow and profitability come to mind. Madden’s metrics were certainly measurable—football is basted in statistics. Yet he’d be the first to admit that objective measures aren’t the only important factors out there. Subjective achievements, from feelings of accomplishment and security to interpersonal development and professional comity, should also be considered successes. Making the world a better place could certainly function as a measure of success, though it’s not always easily definable. We’ll stick with the idea of achieving a goal here, but not because it’s all-encompassing.

The second factor concerns the role personality plays in achieving success. I’m going to give a full-throated psychological definition of personality shortly. (Spoiler alert: it’s surprisingly controversial.) But even if there were universal agreement about the definition, certain personality tests make assumptions that leave me scratching my head. Some assume personality is the primary—in some cases the only—aspect of behavior that matters to business success. Is that true? Might there be other dimensions of behavior equally important to achievement? Do we focus on personality simply because we’ve devised convenient (and in some cases, profitable) ways to measure it?

The final factor is something I call the Weather Channel problem. I love the Weather Channel, in part because of its mission: its valuable broadcasts are shouldered with the task of predicting the future. Yet one of the most noticeable things about their forecasts is that they are filled with uncertainty. That’s because they’re often wrong. There are so many models used to predict the path of a hurricane, for example, with so little precise agreement, they’re often called “spaghetti models.” (That’s because the predicted paths generated by various computer models look like noodles of spaghetti thrown against a map.)

The forecasting technologies are getting better, to the point where thousands of people’s lives are routinely saved because of them. But even with gazillions of satellites and some of the strongest computing power in the world, they are yet to be 100% reliable.

Like the weather, human behavior is messy. Given this turbulence, you might guess that attempting to forecast occupational success based on behavioral tests is just as fraught with uncertainty. And you’d be right. Personality tests are notoriously unpredictable, a fact you can actually measure. In a few pages, I’ll show you how.

Happily, a few personality tests are getting better at forecasting. Like I said, some deserve a place at the employment decision table. We’ll take a look at which ones do and don’t, as well as why. Just keep in mind that personality tests are prone to the same spaghetti noodling as weather patterns and have just as far to go before they become reliably prophetic. Also keep in mind that, despite not being 100% predictive, forecasts can be useful: I still check the Weather Channel to tell me whether I can expect rain or sunshine tomorrow, despite the statistical pasta.



Personality definitions

So what personality tests work?

We begin our discussion by describing what researchers know about personality. You can divide this slice of psychological science into roughly—very roughly—behavioral efforts and biological efforts. These two fields have a complex relationship with each other. Some researchers have labeled the science behind behavior as “soft” and the science behind brain biology as “hard.” Given my last few paragraphs, you can probably guess the biased perspective I bring to this chapter.

I have my reasons. Few subjects in psychology have generated more controversy and, quite frankly, more unsubstantiated claims than behavioral theories about human personality. The biggest tell about the confusion is the sheer volume of contradictory ideas on the subject, most generated in the early-to-middle years of the twentieth century.

The most influential of these came from Sigmund Freud, who started his career looking for sexual organs in eels (unsuccessfully). Freud eventually switched subjects to human behavior—formally, neuropathology—obtaining his medical degree in 1881. He eventually opened a clinical practice that, for a while, changed the world.

Freud concluded, with little supporting evidence, that there were three components to human personality, all of which dealt with awareness: conscious, pre-conscious, unconscious. And over these, stretched like shrink-wrap, were some constructs he called the ego, superego, and id. Subsequent admirers, similarly on holiday from the empirical, created variations on Freud’s themes. From Alfred Adler’s social superiority theories (he coined the term inferiority complex) to Karen Horney’s launch of feminist psychology (perhaps in response to Freud’s insistence that penis envy was a real thing), there was no shortage of new thinking. The ideas of one of his most famous acolytes, Carl Jung, directly inspired the creation of the Myers–Briggs test of personality, widely used today. I’ll have several not-so-nice things to say about the Myers–Briggs shortly.

These twentieth-century theories slowly began losing their influence as they began to face the scrutiny of twenty-first-century empiricism. As researchers collected more data, a better, more streamlined definition of personality emerged, taking into account factors such as social and cultural influences. Researchers noted, for example, that a relationship exists between a person’s specific behavioral traits and how they respond to specific social situations. This more reactive approach—observable behaviors responding to life’s circumstances—is currently hogging the scientific center-stage. Researchers define this view of personality this way:


… the distinctive and relatively enduring ways of thinking, feeling, and acting that characterize a person’s responses to life situations.



That’s the definition we’ll use throughout this chapter. It’s not perfect, but it has the luxury of continuously spawning testable ideas. It has allowed us to explore, among other things, how personality swims in the watery world of the human brain.



Nature and nurture

When introducing new students to the origins of human behavior, I often start my lectures with a question: “What’s more responsible for a boat floating: the starboard side or the port side?” The question is usually met with some laughter. Students follow it up with questions of their own, the most frequently asked being: “How do boats relate to behavioral origins?”

I tell them that, for years, researchers were obsessed with asking if the origins of human behavior are mostly nature’s fault (genes) or mostly nurture’s fault (environment). “Now it’s been resolved, and in favor of the boat!” I say.

After a few students scratch their heads, I continue. “Just like a yacht needs both a starboard side and a port side in order to function, so does human behavior need both nature and nurture.”

Humans are born with very few purely instinctual behaviors. Most behaviors are formed as a combination of the influences of both nature and nurture. This dual-origins insight is true of human personalities too. Researchers are now trying to figure out what parts of your personality were formed based upon the environment in which you were raised, and what parts of your personality were formed based upon how well you chose your parents.

One early insight from this line of research was that the boat floats unevenly. There is evidence that some behaviors clearly show strong nature-based ballast. Scientists use the word temperament to describe them.

One example of temperament-based behaviors that directly applies to business is how well people react to stress. Beginning in childhood, some people appear to go through their years remarkably resilient to the raging currents and storms of life. They’re so durable, researcher Thomas Boyce calls them dandelions (the trait appears to confer on them the gift of growing up in nearly any soil). In contrast, other people, beginning in childhood, appear to go through life in exactly the opposite manner. They’re remarkably sensitive to the currents and storms of life. Because of their delicate nature, we give them a less hardy plant name: orchids. Behaviors related to temperament are very stable. Many researchers believe they are genetic in origin, a topic we’ll follow up on in the last few pages of this chapter.

Given the relative permanence of temperament, is there a way to predict who’s personality is going to fit well in a business setting and who’s will not? It will be years before HR dispenses a gene-tracking blood test to determine if you’re a dandelion or an orchid. But there are other ways to assess the presence and stability of specific behavioral traits that won’t trigger a lawsuit. In fact, a whole cottage industry has sprung up around the prospect, the result being a proliferation of personality tests. Their history is nearly as checkered as the research into the behavioral subject they’re trying to understand.



Personality tests

You can guess from the last sentence that I take a fairly dim view of most “personality tests.” Spurious examples seem to lurk everywhere, from the pages of self-help magazines to dating sites, new ones popping up like whack-a-mole.

It’s sad, because getting the proper personnel for the proper job is ridiculously important—and really hard to get right. How do you separate wheat from chaff? Researchers have spent years working on such questions. The upshot is that science still can’t make selecting the right person for the right job easy or safe or always accurate. But as we’ll see, just as with meteorology, science can still make valuable contributions. You just have to keep an open mind.

Here are two statistical scythes we use to thresh out the spurious from the scientific.


1. Is it reliable?

Reliability concerns statistical consistency. There are several types of statistical consistency. One is called test-retest reliability. It answers the question: “If I obtain a score on this test now, what’s the chance I’ll get the same score if I take the same test later?” Adult height, for example, is a phenomenon whose test-retest measure is highly reliable.

Another type is called inter-rater reliability. It asks, “If different people administer the same test to me, will I obtain the same score as before?” If I get the same height at the doctor’s office that I do at home, then inter-rater reliability is high. You can be assured administrators are not polluting variables.



2. Is it valid?

These questions concern the internal guts of the test. Validity asks, “Does the test measure what it claims to measure?”

The research world also divides validity into several types. One is termed internal validity. It addresses causality. Example: If I take this pill and notice my weight starts plummeting, did the loss occur because of the pill or was some other factor capable of explaining the data—perhaps I was increasing my exercise routine at the same time? We formally call such contaminating issues confounders.

Another flavor is called external validity. It addresses generalizability, assessing the way that broadly given findings apply to other people, circumstances, or settings. If my weight-loss pill works in New York, does it also work in Taiwan? Does it also work for females? Republicans? Regans?

It’s not all that easy to create tests with high reliability and high validity scores. It often takes years to fashion ones strong enough to withstand these gale-force statistical winds.

If you’re thinking of using a personality test to predict productivity in the workplace, you should contemplate these questions: Is it reliable? Is it valid? If it’s not, you should ask an additional question: Is it worth it?

That answer, by the way, should probably be no.




Jung and the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator

So what assays are available? And how have they held up to scrutiny?

There are two main types of personality tests out there. The first is based on a rational-theoretical approach, while the second has a more empirical approach. Rational-theoretical tests are constructed around someone’s opinion about what particular parts make up a personality. Empirical tests don’t depend upon someone’s opinion but on quantitative assessments of specific behavioral patterns (more on empirical tests in a few pages). We will spend this section discussing the shortcomings of the rational-theoretical approach’s most famous test, the Myers–Briggs.

Formally called the MBTI (Myers–Briggs Type Indicator), the Myers–Briggs test is based on the personality opinions of Carl Jung. Over the years, Myers–Briggs has undergone extensive vetting by the behavioral and business research community. The results have not been kind. Reliability is low. Validity is low. Even luminary organizational psychologist Adam Grant has come out swinging:


The characteristics measured by the [MBTI] test have almost no predictive power on how happy you’ll be in a situation, how you’ll perform at your job, or how happy you’ll be in your marriage.



The one true value such tests bring to hardened business professionals—the ability to predict the relational future of a company—is missing in action with this test. This isn’t just incompetence, dear reader. It’s impotence.

As you might imagine, the MBTI community has not taken this criticism waving a white flag. Much is at stake, for Myers–Briggs is big business. It’s one of the most widely used psychometric tests in the world.

My take? While the jury’s still out on some of the particulars, it remains one of the few tests to earn a “watch-out” warning from the prestigious National Academy of Sciences Review Committee. So I’m going with the not-yet-ready-to-take-the-field opinion of most of my colleagues.

There simply has to be a better way than relying on someone’s opinion about what predicts productive people.



The empirical approach

Happily, I can report there are probably several better ways. Most of the best tests aren’t used by HR in hiring practices but rather are used to determine psychiatric diagnoses. Even these require care—and often behavioral professionals—to accurately assess their usefulness.

The heaviest weapon in this behavioral arsenal embraces what is formally called the empirical approach. Its methodology follows a different philosophy, using existing personality tests only as a starting point.

Researchers in the empirical camp noticed that certain patterns arose when specific groups of people truthfully answered existing personality questionnaires. For example, researchers noted that self-identified introverts usually answered certain questions consistently with certain answers. Such data points allowed researchers to build up a series of behavioral clusters without caring what personality theory was being explained.

New personality tests, based on this approach, began to take shape. The most famous of these, composed of a whopping 567 true or false questions, was christened the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (mercifully shortened to the MMPI). It has been used primarily to assess psychopathologies—its original intent—and with surprising success. MMPI and its updated cousin, MMPI-2, have been vetted for both reliability and validity, passing with flying colors.

The success has motivated researchers to train this weapon on typical behaviors too. Even the military has gotten involved. Assessments like these represent one of the futures of psychological testing.

Does that mean HR professionals should haul out a 567-item questionnaire every time they want to hire someone, incidentally discovering intimate details of a candidate’s psychological interior? Some behaviors these tests uncover are probably nobody’s business, so the answer is no. Or at least not yet. Currently, you can’t use the MMPI unless a trained therapist administers and interprets the findings. It is, after all, a medical test, not an HR tool.

That leaves business professionals with a dilemma. How can they answer the important question “should I hire this person?” without invading anyone’s privacy?

The beginnings of a way out exist. A variant of the rational-theoretical model uses something called the trait perspective approach. The most famous is the Big Five model, though an updated variation added a sixth trait, re-badging the Big Five as the HEXACO test. Both versions have undergone rigorous inspections. The results aren’t perfect, but they show better reliability and validity scores.



Big Five/HEXACO

We’ll start this section with a brief housekeeping note: The Big Five/HEXACO tests come in a few different names. The Big Five, for instance, is also called the NEO-Personality Inventory (NEO-PI). Rest assured, it’s the same test. HEXACO-PI-R is also just another name for the HEXACO.

As mentioned, these two tests use the concept of traits to inform their ideas of personality construction. Researchers define traits as stable behavioral characteristics that help us distinguish ourselves from one another. Behaviorists originally concluded there were five such traits in the human family, each describable as a continuum, each complete with their own facets and individual descriptors. When the sixth trait was added later (also as a continuum with individual facets and descriptors), the test was rebadged to its current name.

Here, briefly, is a description of the six-trait continua in a standard HEXACO inventory.

H (stands for honesty-humility). This is the newest kid on the block. It embraces a raft of ethical behaviors. Facets include traits like humility, obviously, but also fairness and a generous relationship with wealth. People who have it are honest and earnest. People who don’t are greedy and are willing to lie to get their way.

E (stands for emotionality). Facets include being fear-based, prone to worry, and having a tendency towards nostalgia. People who have it are sensitive and not always emotionally stable. People who don’t tend to be calm, collected, and self-assured.

X (stands for extraversion). Facets include extensibility, joviality, social courage, and positive self-imagery. People who have it are the classic extroverts. People who don’t are more withdrawn and taciturn, exhibiting classic introvert behaviors.

A (stands for agreeableness). Facets include forbearance, tolerance, an ability to roll with the punches, and an ability to forgive. People who have it are good-natured and temperate. People who don’t are stubborn and tend to get into arguments.

C (stands for conscientiousness). Facets include behaviors normally filed under executive function, such as the ability to be organized, disciplined, and mindful of the time. People who have it are careful, good at planning, and addicted to precision. People who don’t are sloppy, thoughtless, and often—in line with executive function deficits—have poor memories.

O (openness to experience). This trait embraces characteristics usually reminiscent (wrongly, in my view) of artists. Facets include being curious, flexible, and open to new ideas. People who have it are more willing to embrace creative, nontraditional solutions. People who don’t have it are generally scared of the people who do.



Tarot cards and job success

The holy goal of tests like HEXACO is the same holy goal that keeps tarot card readers employed: the desire to predict the future. Employers want to know how employees are going to work out before they go through all the fuss and expense of hiring and onboarding them. Especially, if they find later, they must go through all the fuss and expense of firing them.

The Big Five/HEXACO personality tests show promise. They can predict success—depending upon how you define success—for managers, people in sales, police officers, professionals who’ve spent many years in college, and semi-skilled workers who have spent none. They can assess certain competencies in daily social interactions between coworkers. They can even determine which high schoolers are going to make a successful transition to higher education. A group of researchers from the University of Iowa, who reviewed a large number of papers evaluating Big Five’s forecasting properties had this to say about the test:


We believe that the robustness of the 5-factor model provides a meaningful framework…to a wide range of criteria in personnel psychology, especially in the subfields of personnel selection, performance appraisal, and training and development.



The behavioral “robustness” has not gone unnoticed by biologists like me. A few neuroscientists have gotten so excited about the Big Five/HEXACO models, they’ve fired up one of the sharpest tools of our trade, noninvasive imaging technology, and commenced brain mapping. They’ve obtained quite a chart. This neural cartography reveals that specific combinations of neural circuits are responsible for specific behavioral tendencies in this interesting psychometric exam. We’ll discuss some of those circuits shortly.

There are reasons to be cautiously optimistic about the conclusions of the aforementioned Iowan researchers. There are also reasons for concern. One of the biggest involves a legal issue, surprisingly enough.

It comes from a basic understanding of population statistics. One of the first things you learn in a standard stats class is that results found in groups do not apply to individuals. That’s also true of individually administered psychometric tests such as HEXACO. It’s a polite way of saying these tests are not always accurate. Or applicable.

Can you smell the litigation? What if a person was hired (or fired) based solely on their performance on one of these tests? The US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission has examined this very question, and they’re not happy. If the tests were shown to be the final, leading factor in determining whether someone was hired, a company might risk the wrath of the federal government.

And that’s the problem. The tests are getting good enough to provide predictive power, but channeling their inner meteorology—the forecasting—is not error-proof. The sad fact is that statistics may be valid enough for large populations, but it’s still individuals who must face the consequences.



The brains behind Big Five/HEXACO

If you ever take an introductory psych course, you’ll eventually bump into brain science’s most famous nineteenth-century railroader, Phineas Gage. He suffered a horrific accident (a large cylindrical tamping iron—think pointed crowbar—shot through his forehead) but lived to tell the tale. Older textbooks say his wound caused permanent personality changes. He went from being a responsible railroad foreman and family man to a vagabond, grifter, drifter. Recent textbooks confirm certain personality changes but speculate they weren’t as severe as advertised, lasting only a few years. The obvious point is always the same, though: brain regions are involved in personality formation, particularly regions behind your forehead. Researchers have used cues like these in an attempt to identify the brain real estate taken up by the traits identified in the Big Five/HEXACO. Given the squishiness of the behavioral definitions, the results have been somewhat mixed.

We’ll talk about two findings, which won’t make much sense unless you know a few things about brain circuitry. I promise to be clear and brief.

It is axiomatic in the cognitive neurosciences, human behaviors arise because of complex interactions between specific networks of nerves. This is also true of human personality. These networks connect even more specific brain regions together, regions often sited at great cellular distances from each other. These networks are composed of thousands of individual cells—termed neurons—blinking on and off like choreographed Christmas tree lights. Understanding the neural areas involved in personality are as much about understanding the connections between those regions as the regions themselves.

With that in mind, let’s discuss some of the brains behind Big Five/HEXACO.

Researchers discovered that openness and agreeableness involve chatty conversations between neural regions and connecting networks housed in your forehead. They’re called—get ready for some tongue-twisters here—the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and the subcortical-medial prefrontal network. The dorsolateral region is involved in telling other, more aggressive regions of the brain to “shut-up and cool off.” The subcortical region is involved in memory formation. You become more agreeable, and perhaps more likely to remember who treated you nicely, partially because of those regions.

Two other traits in the Big Five/HEXACO models, extroversion and conscientiousness, have also been mapped. A region involving both traits is the precuneus, a wedge-shaped area near the back of your head. If you’ve ever worn a headband, the cloth on the scalp rides just above it.

The precuneus mediates many functions. One involves mental imagery. Another involves recalling personal experiences, a type of recollection termed episodic memory. The precuneus is also implicated in generating empathy towards other people. Exactly how this cluster of cells work with extraversion and conscientious isn’t known. I think it’s fascinating, however, that they might involve dredging up a visuospatial episode in your past that causes you to become more empathetic.

Obviously, it will be years before we completely understand the brains behind the Big Five/HEXACO.



Caveats and nuances

The reason I bring up brain anatomy is not to channel my inner professor, delightful as I find neurobiology to be. I mention it simply to illustrate that real biological progress is being made, ambiguous as the findings sometimes are.

At the same time, my inner professor doesn’t want to give you the impression that Big Five/HEXACO’s firepower is monolithic, bereft of nuance or qualification. There’s also bad news to share here, or at least some news to curb your enthusiasm.

The prophesying abilities of these five- and six-factor assays are uneven, for example. Conscientiousness and extroversion traits seem to have the greatest predictive ability for overall business competence (leadership skill). The other traits, not so much. Bottom line? Pay close attention to those scores, at the expense of the others. High scores in the trait of openness to experience are associated mostly with how an employee does in training programs. How important that is depends upon the job being considered.

There are quibbles with the categories too, even given Big Five/HEXACO’s extraordinary predictive power. Some researchers believe honesty-humility should be merged with agreeableness, or maybe conscientiousness, for example. All of this is oddly good news for test designers, who, as you might suspect, are constantly tweaking and reforming their creations. Like meteorologists, improving the forecast is job number one for these professionals.

One final qualification involves the issue of comprehensiveness. Predictive power notwithstanding, do five- and six-factor tests measure everything science knows about a person’s personality? The answer is no. There are other personality and personality-adjacent traits that the five- and six-factor tests don’t take into account. These traits also play a role in forming employee behavior. I call these missing aspects behavioral orphans.

We’re going to explore three such orphans. The first of these can be illustrated with an example of a military general responsible for creating thousands of actual orphans. He was a nineteenth-century titan who cast a giant shadow over Europe despite his actual height.



French charismania

Napoleon—all five feet, two inches of him—was, pound for pound, one of the most charismatic military leaders who ever lived. The reasons for his initial successes have been studied in detail, as have his reasons for failure.

Experts believe the successes underlying his sustained early victories involved the way he treated people underneath him, including his troops and even the people he conquered. He often behaved like a common soldier, fighting alongside his army in times of battle. Like many generals throughout history, he demanded treasure from the people he conquered—their jewels, their gold, their silver. But then he’d turn around and give the spoils of war to his troops. The reason? He was grateful for their efforts, he said. Even the vanquished civilians from whom he robbed were taken into his calculus. He would declare that his wrath was not directed against them but rather against their local leadership, often cruel masters in their own right. These relational instincts made him enormously popular. At least for a while. In the eyes of both peasants and troops, it also made him charismatic. Charisma is the first of three orphan subjects I wish to discuss.

Researchers now know a fair amount about charisma. Napoleon’s early behavior reads as if he’d studied a twenty-first-century textbook on the subject.

Let’s start with two important research findings about charisma:


	Charismatic leaders are often really good for the bottom line.

	Charismatic leaders maintain that track record only as long as they avoid one critical mistake. If they don’t, the financial benefit goes away.



What’s that critical mistake? Failure to recognize the source of their charisma.

Research shows that charisma does not spring from some magic, magnetic distortion field generated by a leader’s personality, at least not directly. Charisma is attributed to an individual by other people. It is a conferred characteristic, bestowed on the leader by the people being led. Charisma turns out to be a social process, bequeathed like behavioral knighthood, the role of queen played by the leader’s subordinates.

Let’s take a deeper dive into this startling revelation.



Ingredients

The fundamental insight that charisma is more about attribution than elocution led to a research hunt for causal elements. Exactly what inspired followers to confer charisma on some leaders and not on others? Researchers S. Alexander Haslam and Stephen D. Reicher reported that a combination of two important factors does the trick, termed “of us” and “for us” perceptions.

“Of us” involves shared social identity. Behaviorists think of social identity as people groups with shared sets of characteristics, a commonality that produces emotional valuation, self-esteem, and a sense of belonging. Examples run the gamut, from being part of racial/ethnic group to being part of a football team.

There are examples of social identity in the business world, too. Employees in a corporation, for instance, may work towards making their company successful and profitable and may even feel a sense of purpose while doing so. They perceive themselves as part of a team, and their colleagues as allies in pursuit of that purpose. They may celebrate this commonality with logos, mottos, and even T-shirts, all emblematic of the psychological connections they share.

Leaders get charisma points if they share enough common experience with a tribe to be perceived as a tribal member. Executives and managers, for example, often try to manufacture charisma by employing “I’m one of you” mantras in an attempt to share an identity with their workers and thus secure their goodwill. Napoleon, with his willingness to do grunt work usually reserved for low-level soldiers, was a master at generating the perception of being a soldier just like everyone he was leading. If a leader is perceived as “of us,” they’ve punched a ticket to Charisma-town.

But they haven’t arrived yet.

Researchers also discovered the need to be considered “for us” to reach their destination. “For us” means the leader is perceived as having the group’s best interests at heart. The leader must advance—or at least be perceived to be advancing—the cherished priorities of the tribe. Napoleon, by freely distributing the spoils of war to his foot soldiers after battle, showed this pro-social bon homme in spades.

Leaders tend to retain charisma and, therefore, their success as long as they follow the “of us, for us” rule. They falter when they wholly abandon or do not follow one or both parts of the principle. They forget the people who actually gave them charisma, believing instead that their initial successes had more to do with personal internal talent than how they treated other people. Often, these leaders will begin to replace immediate subordinates, actually accelerating their own downfall as people begin to feel betrayed, and success begins to ebb.

Such blurring eventually happened to Napoleon. After a series of setbacks, he retreated from serving his colleagues and began suspecting them of disloyalty (the ultimate betrayal in a system built on social identity). He sent out spies. His micromanaging turned malignant. His trusted group of friends grew smaller, and like so many talented leaders before him, he became increasingly paranoid. His ultimate failure, the actual Battle of Waterloo—from which the saying to meet one’s Waterloo is derived—eventually landed him in exile on an island in the South Atlantic. He died in isolation.

Let’s discuss how to avoid any of your own personal Waterloos next.



Increasing charisma

What practical advice do you need if you want to take advantage of the “of us, for us” rule? Scientists suggest practicing a trio of behaviors, which Haslam and Reicher call the “three Rs.”

The first R is reflecting. It really means knowledge gathering. If you’ve become a new leader of a work group, you’ll need to understand what happened before you arrived. This means knowing the group’s history, its current culture and lore, the funny stories—even the actions of prior leaders. Understanding the biographies of current employees is helpful, details you can readily find on their resumes. If a critical part of becoming charismatic is the “of us” perception, one first needs to understand what of means.

The second R stands for representing. There are two parts to representing: First, you communicate to your team that you have their backs, that you’re a cheerleader for them, a representative for them, that you not only have an idea about what their best interests are but also advocate for those interests. Second, you show that any new proposals you design spring from the pre-existing knowledge of the group. This provides connective tissue between the past, which didn’t include you, and the future, which does. If you manage to make these connections delicately, the group may link your new proposals to extensions of their own ideas, the most powerful perceptual arrow in the charismatic quiver. If a critical part of becoming charismatic is the “for us” perception, one needs to understand what for means.

The third R stands for realizing, meaning productivity. The three R’s aren’t easy skills to acquire—very few leaders are truly charismatic—but this one may be the hardest of all. It’s the practical ability to transform untested ideas into measurable successes. You can implement this R by starting with small, easily achievable wins, allowing successes to accumulate before moving to bigger challenges. This approach has the interesting side effect of making people who helped you bring it about feel like their lives mattered, a feeling that can stretch over a long period of time. When that happens, they will follow you to hell and back. Which is what most of Napoleon’s troops did.



A tale of two tests

Charisma by itself isn’t of universal value for all sectors of the employee economy. The performance factors of jobs that require a good deal of social isolation (e.g., fire lookouts, authors, coders) don’t depend upon charisma, for example. But jobs involving leadership do. And though charisma isn’t itself a personality trait, leaders worth their salt must have two endearing, enduring personality traits in order to be charismatic: To be “of us” requires empathy. To be “for us” requires a measure of dedicated selflessness.

Are there psychometric tests capable of helping you good folks in the HR department to measure both traits? The answer is yes. The tests do so by proxy, measuring empathy and executive function, the two behaviors that make charisma possible. Let’s first turn to empathy.

Researchers recognize two flavors of empathic behavior: cognitive and affective. Cognitive empathy is the ability to understand the emotional experiences of another. Affective empathy is the ability to feel these experiences.

Tests developed in the 1980s—and amended since then—measure both cognitive and affective empathy. Most famous is the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). The IRI is composed of several subscales. Each of these subscales assesses a different aspect of empathic capacity. For example, one subscale measures the capacity to step into someone else’s shoes. Another measures the capacity to empathize with a fictional character. IRI’s reliability and validity scores are quite high. You can know in advance who’s likely to be empathetic, even though you don’t know them at all.

What about the selflessness? Here you actually have two choices, one I don’t recommend, and the other I couldn’t recommend enough.

The test I don’t recommend measures clinical narcissism. It’s called the NPI, short for Narcissistic Personality Inventory. The NPI is very capable of measuring someone’s selfishness but in ways useful for psychiatrists (think diagnosing disorders), not for executives. The other, more HR-friendly, is called the Self Control Scale (SCS). What it measures requires a bit of explanation.

“For us” behaviors are emotional marathons, with lots of exercises involving thinking about other people and what makes them happy. Long-term selflessness is really hard for most people to sustain. It’s only human to continually revert to thinking about what makes you happy—that is, to have self-gratification impulses. Without adequate impulse-control instincts, you can forget about winning Charismaniac of the Year.

The SCS assesses a broad array of behaviors that are part of the executive function suite, including impulse control. Its predictive power is so strong, you can use it to determine the probability of someone academically succeeding in college. (It’s actually a better indicator than an IQ test.)

Like the IRI, the SCS it is not generally available for business practice, and most HR departments don’t take into account empathy and executive function during hiring. But they might in the future. Companies all over would do well to study tests like the SCS, especially if they are interested in filling senior management positions.



Genes and the future

Personality tests, like most behavioral assays, endure lots of incoming fire. Criticisms range from sexism to overreliance on self-reporting. This hasn’t stopped a multibillion-dollar industry from growing up around personality testing. New offerings are being made with the frequency of baby rabbits. Some of these newer tests are now relying on Big Data. These tests have been christened people analytics.

People analytics, sometimes, called HR analytics, is roughly defined as the quantification of human-based experiences traditionally processed by human resources departments. These analyses use big datasets to understand behavioral trends, usually in really large corporations. They can answer questions like “What groups have the lowest turnover rates?” and “Which bosses garner the most complaints?” Personality issues can play a large part in the types of data obtainable by this growing field.

Will people analytics have an adequate shelf-life? The assays from which they’re derived currently suffer from being the new kid on the block. Most can’t compete with legacy tests like Big Five/HEXACO. Time alone, as they say, will tell.

You might argue, however, that they need to hurry up.

Looming in the future is something far larger than Big Data, potentially endowed with greater prophesying ability than Big Five/HEXACO. Many people get dragon-hot angry when they hear about it. One of those people is me. It’s genetic testing.

Do you recall our discussion of inborn temperament, specifically “dandelions” and “orchids?” These flowery terms described people’s ability to handle stress: Some seem born to survive in almost any emotional climate (dandelions). Others seem born to thrive only under very delicate, curated conditions (orchids).

Believe it or not, scientists have isolated genes involved in people’s ability to handle stress. One, called NPY, has a variant which appears to assist its owner in handling even severely adverse circumstances. A variant of another gene called 5-HTT does just the opposite. It appears to imbue its owner with an emotional fragility to life’s adverse circumstances. These variants can be detected by a simple blood test.

Why would a company find this useful? Suppose you had to choose between two qualified candidates vying for a high-stress CEO position. Would you prefer a dandelion or an orchid? With that blood test, you might one day be able to find out which candidates are which.

This technology reeks with ethical odors and, as you might predict, is quite controversial. It’s also not ready for prime time. Though these genes play prominent roles in resilience, human behavior can never be reduced to tiny strips of DNA expressing themselves in our cells. We have yet to work out the tricky interplay between nature and nurture in the formation of stress resistance.

Fortunately, the idea of predicting competence based on DNA will be sheltering in place for a long time. And when it sees the light of day, it will be greeted by lawyers. In 2008, the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) was signed into law. The legislation does just what its name implies, making it illegal to discriminate on the basis of someone’s genetic background. If the technology gets to the point where orchids and dandelions become detectable with reasonable certainty—and that’s a big if—there’s a legal firewall in place. It’s one of those rare pieces of scientific legislation passed with prophylactic intent. Whether GINA is strong enough to withstand the legal gales of hell-bent, ambitious companies, only time—and probably a Supreme Court decision or two—will tell.



What to do next Monday

So, should you use personality tests as a best-fit determinant, one capable of finding a John Madden for your pack of corporate Oakland Raiders?

The answer is a qualified yes. Science is making terrific progress. You just have to be careful what tests you use and what people you employee to help you interpret their results. (Cue my appeal to Weather Channel spaghetti, one last time.)

In the end, I agree with Stanford futurist Paul Saffo, who said: “The goal of forecasting is not to predict the future, but to tell you what you need to know to take meaningful action in the present.” Companies still need to hire people, whatever the candidate’s personality. That means gathering as much information as you can in order to make an informed decision.

Here are three pieces of practical advice to make your job easier.

1. Do your homework.

Bone up on current personality tests. Start using ones that have been vetted scientifically. Stop using ones that have not. Ditto on ones that have come up short under scrutiny. The Big Five/HEXACO are certainly ones to consider.

2. Do more homework.

Take a short statistics course, one explaining reliability/validity in greater detail. You’ll have better insights about which tests to use presently, even better intuitions about future instruments. I did a quick YouTube search while working on this chapter, and immediately got over 25 million short videos with titles like “Validity and Reliability Explained.” Most don’t take even take 10 minutes to finish.

3. Pay attention to empathy.

The words “of us” and “for us” are marinated in cognitive empathy. If you’re interested in hiring charismatic leaders, you’ll want candidates with these strong skills. There are informal ways to detect cognitive empathy, especially at the point of interview. Ask candidates questions not just about the job’s details but also about their knowledge of your company’s past business history and present work culture, including any institutional “of us/for us” insights. Second, ask about books they like to read. If they include a healthy dose of literary fiction, their empathy skills will probably be better than average.

The future may be a vexing thing, but it needn’t be a mysterious thing. Like I said at the beginning, I am not yet ready to promote these technologies as goof-proof crystal balls. I am, however, ready to recommend responsible testing as a valuable tool to reference for your hiring practices.


PERSONALITY

Brain Rule: Personality tests, like chocolate, should be taken with a grain of salt.


	Personality tests cannot predict how an employee will fit at your company. Think of them more like weather models. They can make forecasts based on the evidence present, but it doesn’t mean they will be correct.

	Clouding the issue even further, many personality tests are based on bad behavioral science.

	The best personality tests are both reliable (repeatable) and valid (measure what they claim to measure).

	The most famous personality test, The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, doesn’t score well on reliability and validity tests.

	Alternatively, the Big Five/HEXACO tests score high for both reliability and validity. They show a lot of promise when it comes to accurately mapping out traits of the individuals taking the tests.

	Traits are difficult to map. Some are innate and some, like charisma, aren’t traits at all, but a conferred status that other traits help produce.

	Charisma is bestowed onto a person by the group that person is leading—as long as the group believes that person is both one of them and fighting for their cause.
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