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Have you ever taken one of those implicit bias tests that assess your hidden prejudices
about characteristics such as age, gender, weight, or skin tone? As I reviewed the list of test
options recently on Project Implicit, it occurred to me that the site was missing one that
would be especially helpful to those of us in higher education: a quiz to assess our bias for
charismatic leaders.

It would be interesting to test how much we value confidence over competence and how
often we gravitate toward those who are charming, dynamic, and engaging — even when
they lack the skills or intellect to effectively lead a college or university into the future.
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As someone who has spent a career in HR and campus administration, I will admit at the
outset that my test results would reveal a strong preference for sparkly people. I love
confident speakers, bold thinkers, and gregarious conversationalists. While overly theatrical
personalities and excessive bravado annoy me, I am drawn to job candidates with a hint of
pizazz. I lean toward convivial people who express provocative views and know how to work
a room. I like a good sense of humor, excellent posture, eye contact, and a dose of
magnetism.

But over the course of my career, I have come to understand that many of the
characteristics that make candidates appealing in the hiring process are often the same
attributes that lead me to eventually be disappointed in their performance on the job.

It’s all too easy to gloss over the absence of substance when entranced by style. I have too
often pushed for the candidate who dazzled me rather than the one who was actually
qualified to get the job done. And more than a few times I have had to clean up after a "star"
I championed failed to deliver.

Having learned my lesson, I feel a special duty to alert others that nailing a hiring process is
not the same thing as nailing an actual job.

According to Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, I am not alone in my bias for energetic
personalities and my history of being tricked into hiring the wrong people. His new
book,Why Do So Many Incompetent Men Become Leaders? (And How to Fix It),  is less about
incompetent men and more about how we tend to be dangerously mesmerized by
charismatic people.

We are drawn to people who demonstrate high levels of self-assurance, make bold
declarations, and discuss big plans. It is only after we have worked with them for a while
that the spell wears off and we discover that confident, big talkers are not always capable of
delivering anything of consequence. "There is a world of difference," Chamorro-Premuzic
writes, "between the personality traits and behaviors it takes to be chosen as a leader and
the traits and skills you need to be able to lead effectively."

This is not to say that we should reject all charismatic people — charisma is a valuable
attribute, especially in certain highly visible leadership roles in academe, and often in times
of crisis.

But charisma is not required for every role, and it is certainly not the most important
attribute for any position. Given that, why do we allow ourselves to be so entranced by
people with energy and charm? There is evidence that evolutionary signaling may be at
play.

In their 2017 article, "Charisma as Signal: An Evolutionary Perspective on Charismatic
Leadership," Allen Grabo, Brian R. Spisak, and Mark van Vugt assert: "The function of
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charismatic leadership is to enable followers to swiftly coordinate their actions by rallying
behind the leader, thus allowing them to overcome a pressing challenge that would
otherwise be insoluble."

That might have been important hundreds of years ago when there were deer to be killed
and a charismatic leader could mobilize everyone to participate in the hunt. But today we
have grocery stores. And more important, our complex problems cannot be solved by
blindly following a single individual. We need multiple perspectives and inputs to deal with
our most intractable challenges today.

In the same way that our desire to consume as many calories as possible when we find a
food source is no longer in our best interest, perhaps our proclivity to select charismatic
leaders is another evolutionary drive that no longer serves us well.

Margarita Mayo, a researcher on leadership and organizational behavior, has found that we
turn toward charismatic leaders in times of great anxiety and uncertainty. When things are
difficult, we want to be "rescued" and offered easy fixes. This is when we are most likely to
seek out those who make lofty promises, appear to have superhuman abilities, or possesses
the capacity to make us feel better about our current situation.

We are seeing evidence of this tendency in our national politics, and we seem to be seeing it
in the selection of leaders at various levels within college and universities as well. And that’s
a problem.

Given that the challenges facing higher education are most likely to get worse rather than
better, it is time to think critically about the kind of people who are best positioned to help
us navigate a very uncertain future. We need more community building and less star power.

Organizational research repeatedly demonstrates that humble leaders produce better
results than huge personalities because the former encourage collaboration and express
appreciation for the contributions of others. More humble leaders also are more likely to
share honest information in times of distress.

In "At the Helm, Kirk or Spock? The Pros and Cons of Charismatic Leadership," Benjamin E.
Hermalin, a professor of finance and economics at University of California at Berkeley,
asserts that charismatic leaders are often tempted to substitute charm for action and to
hide bad news in order to keep followers positively fired up. When we are navigating
complex times, we need more honest conversation, not less.

So if we are naturally drawn to people who may not be good for us, how do we dodge their
undue influence in the administrative-hiring process? How do we break our tendency to
lean toward charismatic applicants who may, in fact, be ill-equipped to deliver what we
need?
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Start by being aware of the personality characteristics that most appeal to us and how
those traits may bias our assessment of a candidate’s intelligence, analytical abilities,
and leadership skills.
Be more rigorous in assessing the credentials and qualifications of candidates. We
need to know much more about what they have done in the past, and not fixate on
what they are promising to do in the future.
Also important: We need to learn more about how candidates approach complex
challenges. Do they have the stamina to endure hardship? The intellectual bandwidth
to engage in complex problem solving? Are they interested in sharing credit? Do they
have sufficient humility to consider the perspectives of others? We can’t find good
answers to those questions with breezy conversations and softball questions like, "Tell
us about your vision of undergraduate education," or, "What do you hope to achieve
within your first 180 days?" These inquiries rarely provide evidence of true leadership
capacity.

Imagine, instead, asking candidates how they have handled (or might handle) a looming
organizational crisis. A tested, competent, community-building leader will generally describe
plans to bring together thinking partners with varied perspectives, ask questions, assess the
situation, consider multiple scenarios, and test various strategies. An overly confident and
charismatic leader will too often rely on instincts to guide the path forward and stress the
value of unified action. The latter might be the right approach for tracking down a four-
legged animal, but is less effective in managing the fiscal and political problems of higher
education’s business model.

Because I know that I am drawn to captivating personalities, I make it a regular practice to
admit it whenever I am asked to interview a candidate or serve on a search committee.
Many of my colleagues have heard me say, "I tend to fall in love with sparkly people, so I
need you to check me on whether this person is smart or simply hypnotizing me."

I’m not proud that I have to say that, but it generally starts an important conversation and
allows us to probe deeply when we hear each other say things like, "She won me over
immediately," or, "I felt comfortable with him the minute he walked in the room." It is
comments like those that often suggest that we are being played and that our unconscious
bias may be encouraging us to choose style over substance.

Allison M. Vaillancourt is vice president for business affairs and human resources at the
University of Arizona, in Tucson.
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