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An Annual 

Hubris MOT for 

NHS Leaders 

Professor Brian Edwards 

Chris Wiscarson the Chief Executive of Equitable Life Assurance includes the search for signs of 

Hubris in his annual appraisal of senior managers. The Financial Times reported this process as a 

road test to avoid corporate crashes.  

Dr David Owen who some will remember 

from his days as Minister of Health has 

identified Hubris Syndrome which he calls an 

acquired personality disorder.  

A simple definition is a person with an out of 

control ego, who is a 

high risk taker and at 

times a reckless 

decision maker. 

Individuals in the grip of 

the syndrome show 

arrogance and 

contempt for the advice 

of others. They can ruin 

companies 

organisations and 

careers very quickly. 

The relevance to professional and managerial 

leaders in the NHS is obvious but nobody has 

yet sought to identify those in the grip of the 

syndrome. 

The Daedalus Trust suggest that Hubris is in 

play if an individual exhibits three or four of 

the following symptoms.  

A constant search for self-glorification; 

always acting to enhance personal standing; 

excessively conscious of 

their own image;  

Uses the royal “we” and 

displays messianic 

tendencies.  

They have an excessive 

confidence in their own 

judgements and an 

exaggerated self- belief.  

They think of 

themselves as accountable only to history 

and believe unshakably that they will be 

vindicated. 

 In reality they are often out of touch and 

isolated despite their restless, reckless and 

It takes a really tough 

and skilled Chair to deal 

with a Chief Executive, 

Finance Director, Head 

of Nursing or a Medical 

Director… 
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impulsive behaviour. They are usually not 

good with detail.  

Many leaders have some of these symptoms, 

the problems arise when many of them are 

combined or exaggerated.  

Many major commercial organisations now 

recognise the dangers to the point where 

non-executive directors are specifically 

briefed on the dangers.  

There is now a growing volume of academic 

research to build on. It is not too difficult to 

identify extreme cases, the problem as always 

is what happens next as the individuals 

usually have little insight.  

The problems are compounded when 

excessive alcohol or drugs become involved. 

It takes a really tough and skilled Chair to deal 

with a Chief Executive, Finance Director, Head 

of Nursing or a Medical Director but at least 

their behaviours will have been relatively 

public and demonstrated at Board meetings.  

More challenging is identifying and dealing 

with a Head of Specialty or Department.  

Some individuals can change their pattern of 

behaviour or moderate their worst excesses. 

Some think that a process of self-

identification might be possible. 

Part of the way forward would involve simply 

talking about the syndrome and its dangers 

within the NHS. 

Explicitly including the search for symptoms 

in the annual appraisals of leaders would 

also help.  

Some politicians show signs of Hubris but they 

are for all practical purposes untouchable 

except by their leader. 

It is time for an adult conversation about a 

sensitive subject. 


