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Abstract - Understanding causes of leadership derailment is fundamental to limit leaders’ failure. In the global and 
technological world, leadership derailment has become a central issue for organizations. Derailment “occurs when a manager 
who was expected to go higher in the organization and who was judged to have the ability to do so is forced, demoted or 
plateaued below expected levels of achievement” (Lombardo and McCauley cited in Gentry et al., 2009). This paper 
attempts to show that there are four fundamental reasons for leadership derailment: problems with interpersonal 
relationships, leading a team, adaptation to change and meeting business objectives and aims. This paper also highlights the 
importance of the intentions of today’s leaders on derailment because there are significant reasons, for instance, 
globalization, turbulent environment, complexity, technological chance, stakeholders, etc. This paper begins with the 
explanation of leadership derailment and reasons for it. It will then go on to analyze why today’s leaders are especially 
concerned about derailment. Finally, it will consider the costs of leadership derailment. 
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I. LEADERSHIP DERAILMENT 
 
Leadership derailment includes lack of interpersonal 
relationships, inability to lead and build a team, 
inability to adapt to transitions and failure to meet 
business objectives (Williams et al., 2013). Leaders 
do the right things and influence others to achieve 
goals (McCartney and Campbell, 2005). According to 
the strategic direction journal (2012), good leaders 
have good communication skills, strategic skills, 
business and financial awareness, and also they are 
self-aware, inspirational and eager to do something 
for their organizations and motivate others. However, 
leaders have both strong and weak points. If they do 
not improve their weaknesses, they can derail. 
Derailment is a significant problem in organizations 
because it threatens organizations’ success, reputation 
and profitability. Derailment is related with negative 
personal characteristics (Williams et al., 2013). 
Williams et al. (2013) rightly points out that if the 
leaders do not reach their goals, they are fired or feel 
themselves unsuccessful in their career, at that point 
derailment can occur. For instance, in Sears Roebuck, 
company managers were socially experienced and 
homogeneously bright, yet they failed because of 
insufficient business skills, making them unable to 
tackle complexity and react tactically, unable to 
represent and incapable of leading a team. They also 
lacked sustainable relationships with a network of 
contacts, had judgmental emotions, learned slowly 
and finally, had “overriding personality defects” 
(Betz cited in Hogan et al., 2009:4). 
In the leadership derailment situation, Van Velsor and 
Leslie (1995) illustrate that there are some problems, 
failures and difficulties. First, some leaders are more 
insensitive, cold and arrogant to others because this 
kind of leaders has a problem with interpersonal 
relationships. Second, they fail to manage a team 

effectively because they face difficulty building a 
team.  Third, adaptation to transitions, such as new 
technology, is hard for them. Finally, facing poor 
performance or lacking follow through uncovers 
failure to meet business objectives. In addition to 
them, there is one more cluster: “Too narrow 
functional orientation” (Lombardo cited in Gentry et 
al., 2007:859) occurs when leaders face extra 
functions because of their inability to manage these 
functions.  Leslie and Van Velsor (cited in Gentry et 
al., 2007) show that lack of balance between leaders’ 
own features and requirements of the job can cause a 
leadership derailment. 
 
II. LACK OF INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS 
 
One of the most important factors to cause leadership 
derailment is the lack of interpersonal relationships. 
According to psychologists in the 1970s, lack of 
interpersonal relationships is related with poor social 
and job performance, not related with anxiety and 
depression (Hogan, 2001). The problem with 
interpersonal relationship results from “isolation from 
co-workers, being authoritarian, being cold and 
arrogant, being overly ambitious, having poor 
working relationships, and being insensitive to 
others” (Capretta et al., cited in Williams et al., 
2013:89). In addition, Tang et al. (2011) explain that 
problematic interpersonal relationships are related 
with lack of self-awareness because they cannot 
notice their weaknesses and find themselves different 
from others. According to the Fundamental 
Interpersonal Relationships Oriented-Behavior 
(FIRO-B), there are three interpersonal factors, which 
motivate people: inclusion, control and affection 
(Gentry et al., 2007). These interpersonal needs can 
determine leaders’ derailment characteristics. 
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Moreover, not only being ‘commanding, directive 
and dominant’, but also cognitive ability, emotional 
intelligence, achievement motivation and other 
features are important factors for leaders (Ahmetoglu 
et al., 2010:224).  
Emotional Intelligence 
Emotional Intelligence is a crucial factor point 
because it requires the ability to understand, manage, 
integrate and identify one’s own or others’ emotions 
or feelings (George, 2000). People who have 
emotional intelligence are able to effectively form 
relationships with each other to fulfill their objectives 
and aims and meet their needs, and also emotions are 
significant point for decision-making (ibid.). George 
(2000) demonstrates that errors and problems are 
related with negative moods, whereas creativity, 
inductive reasoning, integrative thinking are related 
with positive moods. In addition, there are four 
aspects of emotional intelligence: Appraisal and 
expression of emotion, which includes empathy, 
awareness of both self and others emotions and 
expression own feelings; Use of emotion to enhance 
cognitive processes and decision making; Knowledge 
about the causes and consequences of emotions; 
Management of emotions: positive mood 
maintenance, negative mood improvement or repair 
(ibid.) 
 
III. INABILITY TO LEAD AND BUILD A 
TEAM 

 
Leaders have the capacity to build, lead and sustain a 
successful team (Hogan and Hogan, 2001). Teams 
share a common aim that they pursue collaboratively; 
their success or failure is evaluated as a whole, and 
also they share advantages and costs of collective 
success or failure (Forrester and Drexler, 1999). 
Derailed leaders can solve the problems by leading a 
team because team-based organizations perform 
effectively. However, in the 1990s, while the rate of 
inability to lead and build a team was 24% in Europe, 
it was 40% in North America (Leslie and Van Velsor, 
1996). So, failed leaders cannot lead teams, which 
can be a big problem for organizations and employees 
(Hogan et al., 2009). For example, while diligent 
people are reliable, good role models, hardworking 
and careful, they are not always good representatives 
or interested in a vision. It results in an inability to 
build and lead a team (Hogan and Hogan, 2001). 
Hogan and Hogan (2001) rightly point out that “the 
lack of trust inevitably erodes their ability to build a 
team and to get along with others” (ibid.:5). Avoiding 
derailment is associated with team building and 
broader managerial experience. Yet, according to the 
study of Zhang et al. (2013), success to lead teams is 
a problem among leaders’ peers: “…more than ever, 
the ability to work cooperatively across cultures is 
paramount” (ibid.:99). 
The study of Zhang et al. (2013) shows that inability 
to build a team and too narrow managerial experience 

holds the highest derailment potential and it is 
therefore crucial to improve on these points in order 
to avoid derailment. For example, 20% of managers 
in India think that inability to build and lead a team is 
an important problem for their corporations. In 
addition, according to Hogan and Hogan (cited in 
Hogan et al., 2009) highly excitable, skeptical, dutiful 
and reserved people, and those with dark personality 
dimensions have trouble to build and sustain a team. 
While they have good characteristics such as 
empathy, motivation, politeness, they be 
unsupportive, stubborn and unpredictable and 
communicate badly with others. Furthermore, 
Furnham (2010) illustrates that failure to lead and 
build a team is associated with being selfish, isolated, 
and lacking shaping group dynamics and empathy.  
Derailed leaders can overcome the failure in 
organizations by using the team-based organizations 
performance model because it resolves the critical 
issues with formation, dependability, focus, buy-in, 
coordination, impact and vitality respectively 
(Forrester and Drexler 1999). So, they create and 
grow together. 
 
IV. INABILITY TO ADAPT OR CHANGE TO 
TRANSITIONS 
 
Adaptation to transition is one of the important 
responsibilities of organizations because transitions 
are required for new knowledge and new skills. In 
addition, learning is a process of obtaining knowledge 
and skills, which leads to an enduring change in 
behavior (McCall, 1994). However, derailed leaders 
behave badly towards organizations and especially 
subordinates, and also they are unable to adapt to 
transition (Furnham 2010). Arrogant, ambitious and 
aloof leaders are unsuccessful adapting or change 
their faults. Hogan et al. (2009) show that “cross-
cultural expatriate assignments, merger and 
acquisition activity, more sophisticated technology 
and capital markets, and faster rates of promotion that 
require shift in behavior and perspective have put a 
premium and versatile” (ibid.:7).  
The study of Leslie and Van Velsor (1996) shows 
that while the rate of inability to develop or adapt in 
the 1990s was 62% in Europe, this rate was 60% in 
North America. For instance, Durk Jager was a chief 
operating officer at Procter & Gamble (P&G). Its 
downfall was caused because of failing to change and 
adapt and lack of revolutionary products. P&G’s 
brands were dominant in the long term, but it needed 
to change. “…Company’s culture acquired a 
pervasive, slavish adherence to precedent. P&G has 
kept going by simply… coming up with newer, 
improved versions of the same old products” (Irvin 
2009:51). Leaders need to have three important 
features: open-mindedness, adaptability, and 
flexibility and ‘openness to new ideas’ (Caldwell 
cited in McCartney and Campbell, 2005). However, 
Leslie and Van Velsor (1996) rightly demonstrate 
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that inability to adapt to transitions results from 
leaders’ inability to learn and narcissism. 
Learning 
According to Aristotle, there are three kinds of 
learning style: scientific, technical and experimental 
or practical knowledge. The aim of scientific 
(episteme) knowledge is to know truth from 
falsehood. The goal of experiential or practical 
(phronesis) knowledge is to know good from bad; and 
finally, the purpose of technical (techne) knowledge 
is to know how to express and appreciate beauty, 
such as how to use machines (Snyder 2003). These 
types of learning styles are crucial for leadership to 
adapt to transition and overcome the derailment. 
Leaders can adapt to new transition with the learning 
cycle. The learning cycle begins with experience and 
follows observations / reflections, theory / new or 
modified ideas and eventually tries out / takes action 
on it (Pedler et al., 1997). Experience can be 
simulation, planned or accidental; observation 
includes feedback or shadowing. While theory / new 
or modified ideas are associated with understanding 
theory, trying out / action ideas focus on better works 
and making progress (ibid.). If leaders think 
differently, they will not be derailed. Moreover, 
leaders can overcome derailment by focusing early on 
work experience, first supervision, starting from 
scratch, fixing it / turning it around, project / task 
force, scope and line to staff switch. On the other 
hand, there are some hardships such as business 
failures and mistakes, demotions / missed promotions 
/ low-level jobs, subordinate performance problems, 
breaking a rut and personal traumas (McCall 1997). 
Narcissism 
Stein (2013) shows that “narcissistic leaders may 
either be helpful or unhelpful for their organizations” 
(ibid.:282) so, they need to develop their self-
awareness because they generally feel elation due to 
their achievements or qualities (ibid.). However, one 
of the causes of leadership derailments is lack of self-
awareness and self-control because destructive 
behaviors can occur. Narcissism is more related with 
charisma, and also narcissistic leaders have haughty 
and arrogant behavior (Khoo and Burch 2008). 
 
V. FAILURE TO MEET BUSINESS 
OBJECTIVES 
 
Problems in an organization sometimes occur when 
“performance problems” (McCall and Lombardo 
cited in McCartney and Campbell 2005:195) happen 
or leaders meet business objectives as a failure 
situation. These kinds of failures occur when leaders 
are “overly ambitious, lacking follow-through and 
poor performance” (Gentry et al., 2006:859). New 
environment and conditions, new skills, team 
working, and operations problems are inevitable 
situations for organizations. Yet, if leaders are 
derailed, these kinds of circumstances can be a 
problem for them (Leslie and Van Velsor 1996). In 

addition, Leslie and Van Velsor (1996) claim that 
failure to meet business objectives can happen due to 
inability to lead and build a team. Furthermore, 
Zhang et al. (2013) explain that leaders spend their 
time promoting themselves instead of working hard, 
following through and operating in jobs. For that 
reason, they are untrustworthy and unable to meet 
business objectives. This situation is connected with 
the Peter Principle, in which people are promoted 
according to their level of incompetence (Lazear 
2000).  
Peter Principle 
Peter and Hull (cited in Romanie 2014) state about 
the Peter Principle that, as in a hierarchy, individuals 
tend to rise to their level of incompetence. After 
promotion, workers perform worse than they did pre-
promotion especially in a hierarchy system, which 
includes different levels of power, responsibility and 
experience (Romanie 2014, and Lazear, 2000). In 
other words, newly promoted employees can be less 
productive in their new roles (Brilon 2015). 
Moreover, (ibid.) illustrates that there is more 
information about workers’ effort in the higher-level 
jobs, thus diminishing the cost of incentives. 
According to Koch and Nafziger (cited in Brilon 
2015), the employer might prefer to promote insider 
workers than outsiders, even if the outputs and 
performance of insider workers are higher before than 
post-promotion. The reason is that current workers 
have at least some information. Similarly, 
“Leadership derailment equally inhibits the leader’s 
ability to progress in his career and this may even 
result in his demotion or even being fired for failure 
to perform to expectation” (Inyang 2013:83). 
Furthermore, new employees to replace the derailed 
managers incur replacement costs. However, if the 
leaders are capable of four things — interpersonal 
relationships, ability to build and lead a team, meet 
business objectives and ability to develop and adapt 
— they can be promoted. Moreover, Hogan and 
Hogan (2001) illustrate that undesirable qualities 
result in failure more often than lacking desirables. 
Reasons for Today’s Leaders’ Failure 
Derailment is one of the biggest problems for today’s 
leaders due to the rapidly changeable or transitional 
environment, including turbulence, globalization, 
redundancy, complexity, fast technological change, 
new employment relationships, stakeholders, media 
etc. (Van Velsor and Leslie, 1995). Leaders are 
mainly concerned about it because of the following 
reasons. Turbulent environment is related with high 
complexity, and rapid and simultaneous change 
(Emery & Trist cited in Hedlöf & Janson, 2000). It 
also looks like chaos, which includes unpredictability 
and hidden patterns (Hedlöf and Janson, 2000). 
Technological change and new competition create 
new products or services, new clients, and huge 
complexity (Lombardo and Eichinger, 1989). They 
must encourage innovation and collaboration. 
Moreover, while globalization and technology can 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-3, Issue-12, Dec.-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Leadership Derailment and Resons of Today’s Leaders’ Derailment 
 

92 

make life difficult and create complex and new 
working environments, these create many 
opportunities for organizations (Zhang, 2013). 
Leaders need to deal with both environmental and 
technological change because these are more 
important than before. 
The study of Ready (2005:21), which was conducted 
on 32 different companies around the world in 2005, 
explains “why leaders fail to lead in their 
organizations”. There are seven key reasons for 
leaders’ derailment: 
 
1) Poor stakeholder management: Due to leaders’ 

career advancement, they are unable to manage 
interdependencies or stakeholders. Leaders can 
form and implement their agenda effectively 
when interdependencies or stakeholders ere 
shaped by other senior executive personnel 
within the group: one’s team, suppliers, 
customers, regulators, the media and host of the 
other players that need to be effective (Inyang, 
2013). 

2) Failing to balance diversity and alignment among 
the top team: Leaders have a problem to manage 
top teams effectively. Yet, groupthink is not a 
main reason for top team effectiveness because 
group-thinking people deal with sustaining 
agreements. However, a homogenous highly 
cohesive group ignores all other alternatives or 
options (Janis, 1972). Groupthink can lead to 
problems, which in turn can make derailment 
more likely. Moreover, there are some negative 
symptoms of groupthink: illusion of 
invulnerability and morality, collective 
rationalization, shared stereotypes, direct 
pressure, illusion of unanimity, self-censorship 
and mind-guards (Asch, 1956). There are too few 
leaders who learn “how to reconcile the tensions 
between nurturing diverse perspectives that 
create edge and vitality and bringing about the 
alignment needed to craft, articulate and execute 
enterprise strategy” (Ready, 2005:22). 

3) Flawed execution of articulated strategy: 
According to the articulated enterprise strategy, 
executive derailment is a result of being 
unsuccessful at delivering value and results. 

4) An insufficient mass of followership: Interaction 
relationships in an organization result from an 
effective leader. If the leader loses their “critical 
mass of followership, they can lose their 
authorization to lead” (ibid.:22). 

5) A poor capacity for listening: Leaders’ inability 
to listen is one of the serious determinants of 
executive derailment.   

6) An inability to reinvent during large-scale 
change: When such changes are obviously 
required through organizational transformation 
efforts, leaders’ insufficiency of interest or 
capacity to reinvent one’s leadership style could 
be one of the consequences of failure. For 

example, leaders feel unusually painful due to 
splitting up family or destroying community 
(ibid.). 

7) A poor fit with the company’s core value: When 
senior executives are unsuccessful at building 
within the bounds of their organization’s values, 
senior executive derailments occur. “The values 
of the company serve as the foundation for its 
core identity” (Inyang, 2013:82). In addition, 
leaders are likely to fail when they act outside 
these guiding principles (ibid.). 

 
These seven key points for executive derailment 
illustrate that leaders’ weaknesses can become 
strengths; at the same time, strong sides of leaders 
can become weaknesses during their career (ibid.). In 
addition to these key reasons for leadership 
derailment, today’s leaders should be more effective 
because organizations want to develop a positive 
outlook, interpersonal strength, adaptability, team 
orientation and hard work instead of derailment, 
especially in reduction situations (Leslie and Van 
Velsor, 1996). Moreover, Leslie and Van Velsor 
(1996) notice that “…derailment research yields 
understanding of competencies or characteristics that 
relate to success in jobs with high levels of 
turbulence, ambiguity, and responsibility, the results 
remain valuable and probably more useful than ever” 
(ibid.:36). 
The Cost of Derailing Leaders 
Tang et al. (2011) rightly point out that leadership 
derailment is highly costly. For example, at the end of 
the 18 months, the cost of failure of a CEO reaches 
$52.5 million for large companies. This is evident in 
the case of costs because there is a direct relationship 
between costs and leadership derailment. Similarly, 
Hogan and Kaiser (cited in Williams et al., 2013) 
estimate that executive derailment extends to 50-75 
percent. For that reason, leadership derailment is a 
problem for organizations. Another study estimates 
that the costs of leadership derailment are between 
$750,000 and $1,500,000 per senior manager 
(DeVries & Kaiser cited in Hogan et al., 2009). In 
addition, Hogan et al. (2009:3) show that “…hidden 
costs of bad managers are associated with golden 
parachutes, lost intellectual and social capital, missed 
business objectives and disengaged employees”. 
These examples show that leaders need to focus on 
derailment to avoid loss and failure.  
In conclusion, the purpose of the current study was to 
determine the concept of leadership derailment by 
focusing on lack of interpersonal relations, inability 
to lead and build a team, inability to adapt to 
transition and finally and failure to meet business 
objectives. This essay has identified that while 
emotional intelligence is related with interpersonal 
relationships, learning is associated with adapting and 
developing to transition. Since leaders who have 
emotional intelligence show empathy toward others 
and identify their own and others’ feelings, this kind 
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of leaders can overcame inabilities to interpersonal 
relationships. On the other hand, the second 
fundamental finding was that in the globalizing 
world, technology and skills are changing rapidly, so 
leaders need to learn new knowledge about 
innovation to control derailment. The results of this 
research support the idea that leadership derailment is 
one of the most significant problems, especially 
today, because of the rapidly changeable technologies 
and environment, innovation, new knowledge and 
skills, promotion, and also globalization, etc. This 
research has also shown that the outcomes of 
leadership derailment are extremely costly. These 
findings have significant implications for 
understanding how leaders can avoid derailment. 
Further work needs to be done to establish whether 
there are any other reasons for today’s leaders’ 
derailment.  
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