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ll too frequently, an exceptional executive encounters a corporate trap door, falls, and then derails. 
 
Executives knowingly or unknowingly step into a critical situation in which their savvy and 
experience fails them. They may have been surprised. They may have seen the storm building 
only to push too hard. They over-correct. Predictably, boards move in to take charge. Game 

over.  
 

 
What brings an exceptional executive’s run to an unceremonial conclusion? 
 
This article presents 21st century challenges—corporate trap doors—that arise to snare exceptional executives. 
A panel of Board and operating executives plus corporate psychologists was surveyed to assemble a 
contemporary understanding of derailment and prevention. It’s clear to the panel that the competitive landscape 
is vastly different than just 20 years ago. Many new risks have emerged that threaten an executive’s corporate 
survivability. With intensifying global challenges, instability of capital markets, increasing demand for personal 
and corporate transparency, a dizzying work pace and intensified corporate regulations, success in the role of a 
chief executive has become a more treacherous physical, mental, and political gauntlet. 
 
 
Derailment accounts for 35% of executive turnover 
 
Over just a five year period, 70% of companies will change CEOs as a result of planned succession, the 
aftermath of M&A, and force-outs resulting from derailment. Median tenure of outgoing CEOs runs at 7.9 years.  
A bit more than one-third of this turnover (35%) is due to involuntary derailment.  
 
Globally, chief executive turnover runs at the rate of about 14% annually. This annual rate has been fairly 
constant over a number of years with the range being 11% to 18% year to year in North America and broader in 
Europe, at 3% to 16+% (CEO Succession 2008 report from Booz & Company).  
 
Outgoing CEOs are leaving at an older age—59 years in North American and 57 years in Europe. There are 
sector differences. CEOs in financial services and energy companies have been understandably harder hit in 
recent years. Stability was detected in the industrial, utility and consumer staple sectors. 
 



 
    
 
Derailment surfaces in three ways 
 
 Business Failure. 

The most prevalent cause of derailment is failed financial performance. Liquidity, access to capital and 
credit, plunging market capitalization, and benchmarked comparisons are the key litmus tests of executive 
survivability. 

 
 Board Surprise.  

Derailment can arrive quickly. It may follow a bungled acquisition, a catastrophic customer blunder, personal 
or ethical gaffe or a “dust up” with the board.  The Board is unexpectedly surprised with unsettling 
information and moves quickly to reset the leadership team and/or settle shareholders or regulators. 
  

 Cumulative Assessment of Executive Fitness to Lead  
The more common variety results from small miscues which accumulate over time and ultimately paint an 
irrefutable picture of fissures in the executive’s leadership, navigation skills and/or personal style.  As these 
miscues incubate, an executive finds him/herself on a slippery slope of discredit and decline until there is 
often one catalytic moment in which the “sudden” reality of the executive’s failure becomes undeniable and 
irreversible. 

 
 
Derailment is triggered by missteps in critical situations 

 
Executives deal with countless situations each day. Most are benign, familiar, perhaps, routine meetings or 
situations…situations that can be well-managed with experience and judgment from prior lessons learned 
with temperament well under control. These are business as usual episodes.   

 
Other situations take on greater significance—these are critical situations that may become trap doors. 
These are moments of truth that carry more weight and special significance in determining an executive’s 
overall success or derailment. They may be a major challenge or a small encounter but somehow these 
situations frame out the executive’s competency, compatibility, and weigh heavily in shaping the confidence 
that Board members and stakeholders have for the leader to continue to serve. While these situations may 
appear routine, they can be packed with surprise, novelty or cloaked as a Trojan horse.  Deciphering which 
situations are routine vs. those critically important is often straightforward yet other times deceptively difficult. 
There are no warning flags, and a situation that was previously benign can mutate into a high risk situation 
without an astute reading of the contextual cues that accompany every situation. 
 
Traps appear naturally. The competitive landscape changes, the pace quickens, the rules of the game 
change, the signs of change mutate, and reliable lessons learned turn obsolete, lose relevance or turn faulty.  
 
Traps can be intentionally set. Single-minded activists armed with litmus test questions, prime time media 
players on investigative witch hunts, discontent shareholders with the intent to discredit or embarrass, 
corporate raiders with an eye on buyout targets, and dysfunctional board members and disloyal senior 
leaders can and do create pernicious situations that test, distract, and disable exceptional executives.   
 
Trap doors become lethal when the executive has no game plan in his or her repertoire of lessons of 
experience and is unable to generalize from the familiar to this novel or unexpected situation—there is failure 
to read a situation accurately or rapidly enough; action is unsuccessful, unsupported, late or off target. 
Competency “blemishes” somehow become more noticeable, less manageable and more critical 
determinants of derailment.  Derailment is triggered by: 
 
 Previously learned lessons have become irrelevant, obsolete, and faulty.  Competency “voids” surface, 
 Insufficient time is available for new learning or practice time to occur, and  
 Generalization attempts fail.  Leader cannot bridge from prior successes to current challenge. 

 
 
 



 
    
 
 
21st century executives face vastly different challenges 
 
Contemporary executives now face a significantly different array of challenges than faced just 20 years ago---
most notably, more complex, external challenges that arguably carry heightened risk. 21st century executives 
spend more time dealing with external matters, stakeholders and constituencies. This time investment will have 
greater impact in their overall contribution.  Executives need to be more agile and emotionally-gathered in 
dealing with issues that are a consequence of decision transparency, unchecked flow and availability of 
information, plus social, political and corporate activism that lead to scurrilous attacks, inquiries and accusations. 
Novel and treacherous trap doors lie in wait around these matters.   External outreach, coalition building, dealing 
with regulators, personal presence/propriety and brand management especially in the face of a threat are more 
essential skills.  
 
Dailey’s Executive Leadership Model presents four roles executives must successfully fulfill within a 
contemporary, commercial enterprise.  At the core of the Model are temperament and critical thinking 
capabilities that serve as the foundation of behavior.  The Model is used to catalogue the various trap doors. 
 

 
 
 
 

Executive Leadership Model 
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Figure 1 
 
 
 
 
Trap Doors are catalogued and described.   
 
Our panel provided their insight in assembling a list of the most insidious trap doors that confront executives. 
While these critical situations may not always snare an executive and derail them, these trap doors do represent 
heightened risk to an executive’s security, status and survivability. Every executive, his/her Board, consigliore 
and/or advisors should be on high alert for these looming traps.  
 



 
    
 

Executive Trap Doors 
Figure 2 

 
 



 
    

Executive Trap Doors 
Figure 2, continued 

 



 
    

 
Tactics for Avoiding Derailment 
 
 Enlist your Inner Circle.  

Derailment can be avoided by proactively enlisting your inner circle for advice and coaching. 
 
Trusted Board members, the Chairman or Lead Director, or a consigliore such as the senior HR leader 
provide multi-channel information and insight. High on the list of information is contextual information, 
confidential feedback and prudent ideas for pacing and directing your business strategy, building your team, 
interacting with stakeholders, and managing your reputation. 
 
The role of the inner circle is twofold. Your inner circle acts to protect-by sharing wisdom, providing insight 
and early warning. Your inner circle also acts to direct-by shaping your thought processes, and by 
questioning and testing your choices for action and conclusion. 
 

 Be alert to your dark side behaviors  
 

Increased self-awareness protects you from maladaptive behavioral episodes. 
 
Personality is firmly set by early adulthood. One’s fundamental disposition for critical thinking and emotional 
control—i.e., our temperament is hard-wired by that time. Yet, this hard-wired persona is often not “seen”.  
The fundamental disposition is overlaid with adaptive behavior learned during years of trial and error 
experiences. Learned behavior enables exceptional executives to successfully problem solve, influence, and 
generally, excel. There is nothing sinister; it’s the natural learning process to achieve mastery. Colleagues 
and boards come to know the executive from his/her learned behavior repertoire, i.e., the façade. 
 
This façade may breakdown when the executive encounters stress and unfamiliar challenges associated 
with corporate trap doors.  Behavioral dysfunction or so called  dark side behavior, a phrased coined by Dr. 
Robert Hogan, tend to surface when an executive finds him/herself operating out of his/her comfort zone. 
When learned behavior fails, stress levels ramp up and the executive, sensing this deconstruction, switches 
to “high alert.” Self-protective flight or fight behavioral characteristics are automatically mobilized. 
Regrettably, these behaviors may be maladaptive in the context of 21st century leadership requirements 
triggering career-destructive behaviors to emerge from behind the previously well-managed façade. These 
maladaptive behaviors can emerge instantaneously or can incubate over lengthy periods of time before 
emerging -- but when flight or fight capabilities are triggered, any executive becomes vulnerable. 
 
According to Drs. Robert Hogan and Marilyn Buckner, dark side behavior veers off in two, diametrically 
opposite directions. Flight behaviors become maladaptive when the executive demonstrates characteristics 
perceived as excessively insecure, mistrustful, withdrawn, and risk adverse—the executive copes with stress 
by dramatically moving away from problems and colleagues. At the other extreme, fight behaviors become 
maladaptive when the executive demonstrates characteristics perceived as excessively competitive with 
colleagues and the Board, overwhelms people and problems, manipulates and intimidates---the executive 
copes with stress by aggressively acting to dominate and control people and situations. 
 
The table below provides a simple breakdown of the red flags of maladaptive behavior using Hogan’s 
personality model and Buckner’s explanation. Adaptive characteristics for Hogan’s’ seven personality factors 
are displayed in the chart’s center.  At the extremes of the table are examples of maladaptive flight and fight 
behaviors. These out-of-bounds behaviors exacerbate and accelerate inability to navigate trap doors.  
Derailment becomes more likely. 



 
    

 
 

         
     

 Flight Tactics Adjustment 
Confident; healthy sense of urgency, composed and focused 

under pressure, solid self-awareness 

Fight Tactics  

     

  Becomes indecisive; retreats and vacillates with decisions;  
 Becomes skeptical and suspicious 
 Obsesses over what can go wrong 
 Looks for signs of betrayal among staff 

  Omnipotent; extremely resistant to feedback; ignores mistakes 
 Arrogant 
 Overestimates personal importance; feels entitled  
 Hostile; overreacts, spring loaded, tense 

 

     

  Ambition 
Self-directed, takes charge; goal-driven; competitive; energetic 

 
  

     

  Withdraws;  fails to seek advice; gets stuck in process 
 Defaults to flexible agenda and goals 
 Steps aside in decision-making/ accountability. 
 Disengages from others, problems, and the organization 

  Invincible; overwhelms others  
 Intimidates, competes with rivals 
 Unrealistic optimism; accepts “impossible” challenges for self and 

organization 
 Manipulates and overworks alliances 

 

     

 
 

 Sociability 
Values and enjoys social interaction; builds active and constructive 

networks; independent; approachable 

  

     

  Aloof; reserved and fails to reach out 
 Backs away from offering advice and providing direction 
 Defaults to a limited set of friends; neglects networks and coalitions 
 Becomes extremely task focused 

  Socially overconfident and dominant; seeks spotlight; charming to 
an excess; exhibitionist 

 Pre-occupied with own agenda; Finesses mistakes 
 Does not attract others opinions and input; fails to take time to win 

others over 
 Over promises; over commits self and organization 

 

     

  Interpersonal Sensitivity 
Tactful; relates effectively with others, listens for facts and context; 

warm; engaged; confronts problems 

  

     

  Imperceptive; unable to read social cues 
 Argumentative; abrupt; insensitive; absence of empathy 
 Cannot be pleased; tough and hyper-critical 
 Offensive use of humor 

  Reluctant to address personnel and performance problems;  
 Over accommodates others; accepts others failed accountability 
 Will use a pocket veto to avoid confrontation; passive resistance 
 Fails to provide timely and sufficient feedback 

 

     

  Prudence 
Conscientious; rule abiding and enforcing; values-centered; 

predictable; transparent motives 

  

     

  Untrustworthy: crosses over the line; flexible with the rules; neglects 
consequences 

 Becomes unreliable; Fails to plan or anticipate; Impulsive, Changes 
direction 

 Resentful of authority 
 Thrill-seeker; Takes extreme risks without considering consequences 

  Perfectionist; cannot let go of projects 
 Overly moralistic; rule and procedure-bound 
 Micromanager; has trouble with delegation;  
 Dutiful; Deliberate; Highly procedural; inflexible; resistant to 

changing rules 

 

     

  Inquisitive 
Visionary; creative; anticipatory; curious to investigate; balances 

innovation with practicality 

  

     

  Reverts to standard, pragmatic solutions that have worked before 
 Narrow sights; Withdraws from challenge 
 Low curiosity 
 Shuts down investigative and innovative activities 

  Eccentric; Loses others in blue sky thinking; difficult to bring down 
to reality 

 Inattentive to detail and implementation; easily bored and moves on 
to other things without finishing 

 Exclusively focused on the ‘front end’; unable to balance strategic 
with “do-able” 

 Many balls in the air; explores and experiments 

 

     

 
 

 Learning 
Stays up-to-date in business and technical matters; good student of 

facts, models, processes and trends; supports staff development 

  

     

  Neglects to invest in new skills or process improvement 
 Forgetful, loses facts; has to been re-educated 
 Abandons organizational renewal accountabilities 
 Loses self-discipline 

  Aggressive first adopter 
 Omniscient; has all the answers for  the team 
 Constantly in a change mode; jumps around from one idea to 

another 
 Expects others to have all the answers 

 

         

 

Red-Flags of Derailment 
Table 1 



 
    
 
 
 Improve your cipher of context cues. 

 
Derailment can be avoided by becoming astute at reading context cues.  
 
Education in the corporate world predominately focuses on development of job content skills—i.e., technical, 
professional, personal, team and leadership. These skills are largely within the individual’s control to master 
and then apply. Executives are hired and appointed for these skills; rewarded for applying these skills. 
Across a career, these are honed and supplemented. Rarely are executives deficient in job content areas. 

 
In contrast, developing an executive’s ability to decipher context clues is overlooked.  It is infrequently a topic 
during the succession planning process. Yet, context conveys vital, embedded messaging about----how to 
initiate change, set strategy and solve problems. An astute read of the context—history, protocol, boundaries 
--unlocks keys for fine tuning management style, pace, communications and collaboration.  It can be the 
difference between clumsy missteps vs. savvy leadership.  

 
Deciphering context often appears instinctive. Yet, it is a skill that can be learned. In application, deciphering 
context is a quick, if not instantaneous, disciplined gathering of contextual cues—peripheral information that 
enables a savvy executive to accurately perceive those visible, presenting issues as well as intuit hidden or 
obscured ones, understand the forces at play, and set boundaries. Critically important, this brief period 
provides the executive a momentary step back---a brief moment to gather him/herself emotionally, allow 
constructive values to rise to the top and for the job content skills, investigative or action processes to be 
mobilized. This instantaneous gathering period is an essential step in avoiding maladaptive temperament 
and defective critical thinking from sending the executive down a self-inflicted trap door.  

 
 
 

The Elements of Context  
Table 2 

 

Element Description 
A situation which ……… 

Mental Checklist 

Core Matter? Is central to the enterprise’s vision, mission, or 
viability 

 Defining moment or a footnote? 
 What can be won? 
 What can be lost? At risk? 

 
Status Check Action or deliberation is underway; status must be 

assessed; action taken or direction given. 
 Why am I being involved now? 
 Who is accountable? Acknowledged? 
 What facts are known? Unknown? 
 Source credibility? Objectivity? Experts? 
 Competing priorities? Interdependencies? 

 
Players Individuals/coalitions participate & have 

considerable power to stop, derail, or accelerate an 
initiative. They judge. They influence opinion. 

 Who’s involved? On the side lines? 
 Cliques. Elders. Opinion leaders, gate keepers 
 Sources of power and influence? Used before? 
 Who has power? To start? To stop or detour? 
 Where are the silent vetoes? 

 
History A base line exists; prevailing expectation(s) are 

established; nature and degree of challenge must 
be understood. 

 History lessons? Pain. Celebration. 
 Readiness, willingness, fatigue, confidence? 
 What do others predict I must do? 

o Act: Initiate? Invest? Launch? 
o Hold: Study? Investigate? Defer? Wait? 
o Stop: Abandon? Restudy? Retreat? 

 



 
    

Values in Spotlight Will be heavily scrutinized and influenced by 
values, principals and Code. 

 Humanity: Respect, Honor, Dignity, Privacy 
 Fairness: Crediting, Favoritism, Balance 
 Humility: Compassion: Protection, Helpfulness 

 
Freedom to Act Resources, time and mgmt attention are or should 

to be limited. 
 Quality, Quantity, Control of Resources? 
 Time available? Time adequacy? 
 Decision Choices? Necessary decision style? 

 
Scorecard Metrics need to be understood and agreed.  Who determines the scorecard? 

 Variables: objective/subjective; single/multiple 
 Variables: hard/soft; long term/ short 

 
Protocol Ceremony, signs & symbols carry importance.  Degree of inclusion v. exclusion 

 Social courtesy. Local-country awareness 
 Communications routes and confidentiality 
 Holy Grail. Rings to kiss. Red flag awareness 
 How/ when to “say no” 
 Understanding the “small stuff” that matters  

 
 
 
 Have a Learning Agenda 

 
Executive learning prepares you to navigate new and morphed trap doors. It is an antidote to derailment.  
 
Executive learning is easy to discuss, harder to initiate, and difficult to complete--- discipline and time are 
illusive in light of the 24/7 demands placed upon corporate executives. Often at fault are learning projects 
that are over-engineered with lofty aspirations requiring excessive time investment and too much 
accountability dumped upon subordinates—the objectives of bona fide executive learning are high-jacked 
and morphed into nothing more than delegated organizational projects----- which leaders are quite 
comfortable sponsoring, overseeing, reviewing or generally presiding over.  This is not executive learning; 
it’s the traditional management role in operation. 
 
Executive learning is not about sponsoring, overseeing or presiding. Learning typically begins with listening 
and acceptance of a failure or upcoming opportunity along with encouragement from an inner circle board 
member, a consigliore; perhaps, the HR leader. Today, experimentation, practice, and competency-mastery 
are often played out in the full view of employees, stakeholders, bloggers, and maybe, media.  Usually, it 
involves learning from others—role models and experts. A learning cycle concludes with relatively 
permanent changes in skill or perspective about self. The executive thinks and behaves differently.   With 
most over engineered learning, we instinctively resort to our “base behaviors” instead of our “learned 
behaviors” during times of stress. 
 
Without personal learning and renewal, executives can find themselves playing with old rules, old tools and 
worn out game plans. They may stress and revert to more basic behavior rather than apply lessons of 
experience. They lose their edge and fall behind others that remain fit, fresh, competitive, connected to the 
workforce and to the emerging market. Commit to only one or two personal learning projects. Keep your 
plans simple, doable, and personal—don’t allow these to become organizational projects. 

 



 
    

Failure of Lessons 
Learned

Maladaptive 
Temperament

Mis‐read Context 
Cues Derailment

Wrapping Up  
 
Most executives arrive in the C-suite strategically and emotionally well-prepared for high stakes risk-reward 
choices in perhaps their final career stop. Yet, success as a 21st century executive requires different 
capabilities—temperament and mastery around pace, complexity, transparency, global competitors, 
stakeholders and mounting governmental intrusion. Novel, fast-emerging and rapidly mutating obstacles—trap 
doors---confront executives’ as they pursue achievement, build reputation, and strive for long-term survivability. 
Many navigate risk superbly. While all leaders experience failure of some magnitude,  a surprisingly high 
number of chief executives do pay the price by surrendering their jobs to externally-sourced “top graders” 
ushered in for turnaround or strategic redirection and occasionally lose their companies altogether due to 
cataclysmic crisis occurring on their watch. 
 
In summary, what brings an exceptional executive’s run to an unceremonial conclusion? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The essential antidote to derailment is an ongoing commitment to executive learning—learning to build and 
repair relationships, renew market and customer perspectives and fostering organizational trust, candor, risking 
taking and then, innovation.  The payoff goes well beyond the executive’s mental health and job survivability to a 
sustained high performance culture and a bolstered brand reputation. 
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