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Using Dark Side Personality Traits
to Identify Potential Failure
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Silzer and Church (2009) synthesize the lit-
erature on high potential, provide a model
highlighting its key components, and offer
three stages for identifying potential. Within
this framework, potential is used to refer
to an employee’s capacity to develop the
knowledge, skills, and abilities required
to succeed in advanced positions within
the organization. Identifying someone who
has the capacity to advance, however,
does not ensure that he/she will do so;
careers often derail before potential can be
realized. An estimated 50–75% of man-
agers derail before ever reaching their
full potential (Burke, 2006; Hogan, 1994;
Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan, 1994; Hogan &
Hogan, 2001). Character attributes includ-
ing arrogance, mischievousness, and rigid-
ity (Burke; Hogan & Hogan) have been
shown to relate to career derailment. Such
tendencies, however, often coexist with
traditional indices of success (Burke; Den-
ton & van Lill, 2006; Hogan et al.; Hogan &
Kaiser, 2005). Achieving employee poten-
tial, therefore, appears contingent not only
on the presence of positive attributes
relating to performance, but also on the
absence of negative attributes indicative of
derailment (Hogan; Hogan et al.). In this
commentary, we present a case for the
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inclusion of derailing tendencies into Silzer
and Church’s model and offer dark side per-
sonality traits as a prospective avenue for
assessment.

Derailment occurs when an employee is
identified as having more potential than is
realized, and career expectations are higher
than achievement (Denton & van Lill, 2006;
Gentry & Shanock, 2008). In the focal
article, Silzer and Church provide a case
example where failure to recognize derail-
ing tendencies results in a misidentification
of potential with detrimental organizational
consequences (p. 384). Additionally, they
suggest that promotion systems based on
performance are problematic because they
fail to identify derailers (p. 389). Despite
recognizing the role derailers play in iden-
tifying potential, the authors do not specifi-
cally include them in their model. We sug-
gest that the inclusion of derailers, such as
dark side personality traits, could improve
the presented model.

Dark side personality traits are socially
undesirable attributes that have been shown
to predict career derailment across a vari-
ety of organizations, levels, and positions
(Burke, 2006; Hogan & Kaiser, 2005;
Judge & LePine, 2007). Research on per-
sonality disorders has stressed the impor-
tance of recognizing that dysfunctional
interpersonal dispositions (e.g., dark side
personality traits) coexist with functional
interpersonal dispositions including talent,
ambition, and good social skills (Burke;
Denton & van Lill, 2006; Hogan & Hogan,
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2001). Traditional forms of assessing poten-
tial (e.g., interviews, assessment centers,
and traditional personality measures) tend
to focus exclusively on positive attributes,
overlooking one’s potential dark side traits.
We believe the high rate of managerial fail-
ure underscores the importance of acknowl-
edging derailing characteristics, such as
dark side traits, when identifying potential.

The assessment of derailing tendencies
is not a novel practice but rather one that
has been incorporated into several histor-
ically noteworthy programs for identifying
potential. For example, the approach used
by Sears to identify executive talent was
concerned with recognizing low tolerance
toward different people and ideas (Bentz,
1967). Likewise, the Office of Strategic
Services (OSS) assessed personality traits
indicative of failure including ‘‘disturbing
prejudices’’ and ‘‘annoying traits’’ (OSS
Staff, 1948/2006, p. 30). These programs
were based on rigorous research methodol-
ogy representing some best practices for
assessing potential. Those interested in
the identification of employee potential
could benefit from reviewing such histor-
ical approaches and incorporating, as they
did, indicators of derailment.

Research on dark side personality traits
suggests that they are stable, consistent, and
difficult to change (Hogan & Hogan, 2001).
As such, they could be used to predict the
likelihood of success or derailment at any
point in one’s career. These properties of
dark side personality traits are directly in
line with how Silzer and Church describe
the foundational dimensions of their model.
Therefore, we suggest that the foundational
dimensions section of Silzer and Church’s
model be expanded to specifically include
dark side personality traits.

Some researchers have criticized the use
of personality measures in high-stakes set-
tings for a multitude of reasons including
concerns over the possibility of faking (see
Morgeson et al., 2007). We present some
emerging alternative methods for assess-
ing derailers for those who are reluctant to
use self-report personality measures. First,
behavioral tendencies relating to dark side

personality traits (e.g., blowing up, show-
ing off, and conforming under pressure)
are almost always apparent to subordi-
nates (Hogan & Hogan, 2001; Hogan &
Kaiser, 2005). As a result, subordinate rat-
ings of dark side personality traits have
been shown to be valid predictors of derail-
ment (Hogan, 1994; Hogan & Kaiser). Use
of subordinate ratings is one method to
avoid the faking concerns surrounding the
use of self-report personality assessments in
high-stakes testing. Even more intriguing,
research suggests that aggregated person-
ality ratings provided by knowledgeable
others can be more predictive of overt pat-
terns of behavior than self-ratings (Kolar,
Funder, & Colvin, 1996; Wagerman & Fun-
der, 2006). Second, a growing body of
research has emerged surrounding the use
of behavioral-based approaches and mea-
sures for assessing one’s potential to derail
and/or actual behaviors related to derail-
ing (Gentry & Shanock, 2008; McCauley &
Lombardo, 1990). These methods for assess-
ing derailers provide an alternative to per-
sonality traits in general by looking at
overt, behavioral signs related to derailing
as assessed by knowledgeable others.

In this commentary, we suggest that the
addition of dark side personality traits to
Silzer and Church’s model could improve
the identification of high potential employ-
ees. Given the high costs associated with
misidentifying potential, it is prudent to
begin assessing personality traits indicative
of success and derailment. Similar to how
engineers seek out the markers and con-
ditions in which their widgets work and
fail, those who seek to identify employee
potential should consider the markers for
when potential is likely and unlikely to be
reached.
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