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Top of Form
In the 2022 midterm elections, voters in Queens and Long Island, New York, elected a psychopath to represent them in the U.S. Congress. Congressman-Elect George Santos says he is “the full embodiment of the American Dream.” Based on his fictitious career, he states that he would be a great addition to the U.S. House committee that monitors the financial services industry.

Rep. Santos’ campaign biography defines him as the son of Brazilian immigrants who graduated from Baruch College of the City University of New York. He then took jobs at Citigroup and, later, Goldman Sachs. 

The New York Times (2022) reports that none of the three institutions confirm the claims. When confronted, he claimed he was “embellishing” his resume—and that people do that all the time.

Mr. Santos’ mother was a nurse who lived in a Brazilian city. Court records in that country state that Mr. Santos stole the checkbook of a man his mother was caring for. He used the checkbook to make fraudulent purchases, including a pair of shoes. Mr. Santos confessed to the crime but did not mention it in his biography.

What is a Psychopath?
According to Jack McCullough (2021), longtime CFO, founder of the CFO Leadership Council, psychopaths should not be confused with psychotics. The latter have a distorted sense of reality. The psychopath does not. A sociopath might be described as hot-headed and impulsive. The psychopath is manipulative, calculating, and cold-hearted. It is a personality disorder.
McCullough estimates that 1% of males and between .3 and .7% of females meet the definition of psychopath. 
The corporate world is an attractive arena for psychopaths. They have many of the traits that board members admire when selecting CEOs: unemotional, charismatic, confident, innovative, creative, and persuasive. 

Industries requiring innovation, entertainment, and creativity are prime targets for CEO psychopaths. Companies whose strategies revolve around exit via Initial Public Offering or being acquired are also attractive. Having worked for many companies, McCullough estimates that 12-16% of U.S. CEOs are psychopaths. 

Assume you are a C-Suite professional in an industry in which it is normal to change jobs every 3-4 years. That translates into a career working for at least 12-20 different CEOs. Assuming you have worked for 12 CEOs in your career and the CEO psychopathy rate is 12%, there is a 78% chance that you will report to one psychopath in your career. 

Managing Your Psychopathic Boss
McCullough recommends that if the boss yells at you, sit there and take it: “You just listen, you don’t react, let him get it all out. It is your reaction that keeps a psychopath fueled. Know that it’s not personal. 

"Don’t tie yourself into your job. Assume that every day is a learning opportunity. When you ARE eventually fired, take what you learned and do something else with it." 

While reporting to a psychopath, document everything with an assumption that lawyers will one day be reviewing your records. Keep a set of documents on your computer at home. You may need these files if things get hostile. Assume that your boss will eliminate access to your business computer files.

Avoiding Hiring Psychopaths
Assuming the psychopathology rate for CEOs is 12% and the board is evaluating four candidates, what is the probability that your candidate is a psychopath? Boards should insist that the basics of checking references and verifying credentials be followed; the psychopathic candidate assumes other people are lazy or incompetent. 

Here is an example from our experience:

Our client was the seventh-largest U.S. company in its industry. We were retained to present at least four qualified CEO candidates to the board's Selection Committee. Of the four we presented, one was clearly the most charismatic and charming. His resume was perfect.

We went into reference-checking mode. The CEO claimed to have received an undergraduate degree from a specific college. When we asked the college to confirm date of degree, the college had no record. 

When confronted with the discrepancy, the CEO candidate got angry with us. He stated that his father had suddenly died. He was forced to drop out of college and assist his mother in taking care of siblings. How dare we hold this tragedy against him!

We replied that had he been honest on his resume, the board would have been sympathetic. But he lied. 

In preparation for this blog post, we went on LinkedIn to see if the candidate had learned his lesson. His profile continued to erroneously state that he received his undergraduate degree.

He also claimed to have brought a company to a successful exit. Upon closer examination, that company’s exit was bankruptcy.

Summary and Conclusions:
In your career you may find yourself reporting to a psychopath or interviewing a psychopath as a candidate for employment. It is possible to avert hiring such people and managing your reaction if you are unfortunate enough to report to one. 
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