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Problem of practice

Research shows that a founder's personality can
significantly affect a firm's success.! Many startup
founders are often celebrated for being visionary,
driven and relentless.? But what happens when the
same traits start to erode team trust, stunt
collaboration or push the venture into chaos? This is
especially relevant in high-stakes, fast-growth
environments where agility is prized, but internal
dissent is quietly suppressed. Founders with bold
visions may override uncomfortable feedback, build
echo chambers or stretch resources without restraint.
Industry analyses highlight that strong leadership
traits often correlate with increased profitability and
innovation, suggesting that founder personality is
not just a leadership style, but a business driver.® So,
how can founders walk this tightrope and how can
investors or early team members spot the tipping
points before it's too late? Research by Katrina
M. Brownell, Audra Quinn and Mark T. Bolinger
shows that traits like Machiavellianism (strategic
manipulation), narcissism (excessive self-belief) and
psychopathy (emotional detachment) don't always
doom a startup.* These traits often catalyze growth
when channelled well. The trick lies in balancing
ambition with humility, decisiveness with
transparency, and control with collaboration to
transform potential liabilities into lasting strengths®

4 The article 'The Triad Divided: A Curvilinear Mediation Model Linking Founder Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy
to New Venture Performance' by Katrina M. Brownell, Audra Quinn and Mark T. Bolinger, featured in Volume 48, Issue 1 of
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice talks about how the dark triad traits can influence venture outcomes and help transform

potential liabilities into lasting strengths
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Leaders' dark traits

Ever heard of Narcissistic Founder Syndrome?® It is
when startup founders who were once praised for being
visionary, driven and relentless veer into extremes
where these very traits hinder the company's growth.
Research has proven that founders with dark traits like
Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy (aka the
dark triad) have a higher chance of succeeding in
their entrepreneurial ventures.” In this context,
Machiavellianism refers to strategic manipulation, long-
term planning, and a focus on personal gain through
control. Narcissism involves a sense of grandiosity,
charisma and an intense need for admiration and
visibility. Psychopathy reflects emotional detachment,
fearlessness and low empathy, which may manifest as
high-risk tolerance or blunt communication.

The research by Brownell, Quinn, and Bolinger explores
how the 'dark triad' of Machiavellianism, narcissism and
psychopathy interact with openness to knowledge to
shape venture performance (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: High venture performance at moderate
levels of 'dark triad'
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Source: Developed by the author based on Katrina M. Brownell
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2855-1982
katrina.brownell@marshall.usc.edu, Audra Quinn

https:/ /orcid.org,/0000-0002-0863-8207, and Mark T. Bolinger.
The Triad Divided: A Curvilinear Mediation Model Linking Founder
Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy to New Venture
Performance - Katrina M. Brownell, Audra Quinn, Mark T.
Bolinger, 2024. n.d. https://doi.org /10.1177 /10422587231173684.

The research found that a moderate level of dark traits,
particularly narcissism and Machiavellianism, can
enhance venture performance when founders remain
open to external knowledge, ideas and dissenting views.
But at very high levels, these same traits become
liabilities, undermining collaboration, adaptability and
execution. Even psychopathy, which typically correlates

negatively with performance, can be tolerated at very
low levels. The key mediating factor? Openness to
knowledge: the founder's willingness to learn, adapt and
absorb external insight. It's the dial that determines
whether strong personalities spark momentum or
stall it. Given the relational nature of Indian
entrepreneurship, where credibility is built through
trust over time, maintaining this equilibrium is
essential ®

When it works

The insight on founder personality works best in high-
growth, high-visibility ventures where storytelling, risk-
taking and charismatic leadership directly impact
stakeholder behaviour.

Early-stage startups, especially in sectors like edtech,
fintech, food-tech or consumer brands, often benefit
from founders exhibiting moderate narcissism or
Machiavellianism, traits that help them pitch bold ideas,
secure funding and lead teams through ambiguity.

Three key points need to be considered on the
importance of maintaining the balance between the
dark triad and openness to knowledge.

Strong traits need strong circuit breakers: Take the
example of Byju's Raveendran on how dark traits can
elevate and erode a venture.’ In the early phase,
Raveendran's drive to democratize education through
engaging, intuitive learning experiences helped build a
passionate learner base, reflecting a healthy expression

of narcissism/°

Later, strategic acquisitions like Aakash Educational
Services and Great Learning showed signs of
Machiavellian ambition, aimed at cornering market
dominance and high-stakes decisions like aggressive
fundraising in uncertain conditions revealed elements
of mild psychopathy."

Over time, delayed disclosures, layoffs and legal
challenges marked a shift from transparency to
defensiveness. What began as a founder-driven trust
dissolved into operational opacity.*

Openness isn't a soft skill; it's a stabilizer: Zomato's
Deepinder Goyal is a nuanced example of how strong
founder traits can be channelled into sustained
growth.® Goyal's journey began with a simple user
problem: making restaurant menus accessible online.
His strategic acumen then led Zomato through major
expansions, including the acquisition of Uber Eats
India and Blinkit, moves that reflect moderate
Machiavellianism in the form of long-term market
positioning." ® He also frequently communicated bold
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goals for Zomato's growth, showing elements of
narcissism.'®

What prevented these traits from becoming excessive
was Goyal's openness to knowledge. While going public
with an IPO, he maintained transparency. His public
letters reflected a high degree of emotional awareness
and accountability, traits inversely related to
psychopathy.”” Goyal's leadership suggests that dark
traits can be tempered and leveraged when founders
pair ambition with self-awareness and invite dissent.

Autonomy, when coupled with internal feedback loops,
can become a quiet but powerful foundation for
success: Sridhar Vembu, founder of Zoho, is often seen
as a contrarian.® Unlike many of his peers, Vembu
deliberately stayed away from venture capital, chose to
operate from rural Tamil Nadu and built Zoho into a
global company while staying private.

His leadership style reflects a unique interplay of
independence, focus and emotional distance, traits
often associated with psychopathy, though in a non-
pathological sense. However, his leadership also reveals
moderate Machiavellianism: strategic resource control,
long-range planning and sharp decisions about what to
share and when.”

What makes his approach sustainable is a subtle
openness to internal dissent, seen in Zoho's long-
tenured leadership team and decentralised decision-

~
~,

making. Unlike founders who isolate themselves, Vembu
cultivates ideological alignment over blind loyalty.?°

Even globally, leaders like Brian Chesky (Airbnb) and
Melanie Perkins (Canva) have combined bold narratives
with structured feedback loops, enabling personality-
led growth without authoritarian drift.>*** In these
cases, personality traits fuel growth because they are
restrained by active listening.

Context matters

We often idolize bold, charismatic founders, but what
happens when boldness turns into bravado and vision
blurs into delusion? A cautionary tale comes from the
now-infamous case of Elizabeth Holmes, who built
Theranos into a $9 billion valuation based on the
promise of revolutionizing blood testing.?® Holmes
attracted massive investment by selling a narrative of
groundbreaking technology that would make blood
tests faster, cheaper and more accessible. However,
under her intense self-belief, secrecy and manipulation,
dissent was silenced and transparency vanished.
Theranos's downfall is an example of how the darker
arc of founder psychology: how unchecked ambition
and a thirst for control can overshadow governance and
ethical standards.

While the dark traits offer a valuable lens to understand
founder behaviour and venture outcomes, they do not
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capture the full spectrum of personality influences on
startup performance. Other characteristics, such as
overconfidence, hubris, perfectionism or extreme risk
aversion may also contribute to founder-driven failures.
Similarly, factors like emotional intelligence, resilience
and ethical orientation can significantly affect
the outcomes.

Startups often amplify the influence of personality-
driven leadership, its impact tends to be diluted in larger
or more regulated environments. In such settings, like
legacy conglomerates, public sector enterprises or
tightly regulated industries such as defence and
banking, decision making is typically distributed across
formal hierarchies, oversight boards and institutional
guardrails.

Actionable strategies to leverage upside of
strong personalities

¢ Run a 'Founder Openness Audit' every six
months

e Institutionalize 360° feedback
¢ Build psychological firebreaks
o Codify team feedback in decision making

Consider organizations like Life Insurance Corporation
of India (LIC), where leadership changes are institutional
and driven by tenure and compliance, not founder
vision.?* Such organizations operate under bureaucratic
structures, where even the CEOs must navigate layers of
checks, audit systems and public accountability. Even in
large private tech giants like Infosys or Tata Consultancy
Services (TCS), the influence of individual leaders is
tempered by board governance and mature operational
systems. As a result, the predictive power of personality
diminishes and organisational culture or institutional
memory takes precedence.

But not all large companies are immune to personality
influence. Certain innovation-driven firms, especially
those with strong founder imprints or entrepreneurial
cultures, still mirror the dynamics explored in this
research. Think of organisations such as Tesla or SpaceX
under Elon Musk, which often preserve founder-driven
cultures, encourage disruptive thinking and tolerate
higher levels of risk, features that amplify the effects of
dark traits.2®

Making it work

While size and regulation usually dampen founder
influence, innovation-intensive environments can
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For founders, the message is clear: your
personality is a tool, if wielded with self-
awareness, openness and a willingness to
grow. Structured feedback, advisory boards and
cultural transparency are strategic correctives
for blind spots

reactivate these dynamics. So how can organizations
build practices that can help founders and those around
them stay grounded while leveraging the upside of
strong personalities? The following actionable
strategies can help:

o Run a 'Founder Openness Audit' every six months:
Investors or the board can commission third-party
facilitators to assess whether the founder invites
dissenting opinions and course-corrects based on
input. The audit can use structured interviews with
key team members and anonymized surveys. The
audit can be carried out under the oversight of the
Chief of Staff or Human Resources using qualitative
insight tools like CultureAmp or Glint.2%%7

« Institutionalize 360-Degree feedback: Chief of
Human Resources, with support from the board, can
use tech-enabled platforms (e.g., Lattice, Leapsome)
to collect regular feedback from peers and direct
reports. It is important to ensure psychological safety
for honest responses. 2%

« Build psychological firebreaks: Assign an independent
board observer or founder coach to flag early signs of
dominance, overconfidence, or emotional
detachment. Investors can mandate coaching for
high-control founders post-Series A or B funding.

« Codify team feedback in decision making: Before key
strategy decisions (acquisitions, pivots, layoffs),
founders must document how dissenting viewpoints
were considered. The COO or CFO can integrate this
into the company's decision log or board update
templates.

» Regular founder coaching or psychological check-ins
can provide external mirrors, especially after funding
rounds or crises.

« Signal dilution mechanisms like delegating external
communication or using co-founders as reality
checks can soften the founder's over-presence.

o Culture codes and founder charters can serve as
behavioral anchors during chaos.

These aren't heavy systems; they are just simple circuit
breakers. When paired with self-reflection and real-
time feedback, they help ensure that founder’s charisma
doesn't harden into control and confidence doesn't
spiralinto rigidity.

The trait-based approach

For founders, the message is clear: your personality is a
tool, if wielded with self-awareness, openness and a
willingness to grow. Structured feedback, advisory
boards and cultural transparency are strategic
correctives for blind spots. Ultimately, founders do not
fail because they possess certain traits; they fail when
they do not frame, monitor and adapt the very
characteristics that initially fuelled their success.
Personality is power, but only when it is paired
with perspective.

For investors - especially those backing early-stage or
solo founders - this is a call to look beyond the pitch
deck and product. Founder personality isn't just a
background trait but a predictor of the venture’s
trajectory. Investors should encourage the adoption of
360° feedback, embedding mentors who challenge
rather than echo, and other mechanisms to prevent
promising ventures from being hijacked by their
founder's dark traits.
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