
Crass Commanders
People of high status have no qualms about farting, flossing and
flirting in public-that's because power desensitizes as much as
it corrupts. But even the most obscenely boundary-defying boss
can be helped by his subordinates. By Richard Conniff
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Johnson's penchant for receiving cabinet

members and newspaper reporters while

seated on the toilet is well known. In meet-

ings Rolling Stone magazine founder Jann

Wenner ate raw onions and slugged vodka

from the bottle in mid-conversation. And a

top executive at the New York Post used to

step aside during meetings to urinate in a

corner sink. Conducting personal hygiene

and acting inappropriately in front of sub-

ordinates turns out to be a rich tradition.

CARLY FIORINA
When Lucent was acquired by
Hewlett-Packard, the then-CEO
greeted Lucent employees with ath-
letic socks stuffed down her pants
and taunted: "Our balls are as big as
anyone's."

BILL O'REILLY
The Fox News talk show host
allegedly called an underling for
phone sex, offered to teach her how
to use a vibrator and described fan-
tasies involving a loofah sponge.

It's one way bosses reveal how disinhibited

they are.

Some businesspeople comport themselves

like bare-ass monkeys. At a political lobbying

firm in New England, a partner sometimes

farts loudly during staff meetings. Everyone

in the room understands that his farting does

not constitute permission for them to fart. It

is the underlings' place to endure the scent

of the alpha, not the other way around.

Why are powerful people so likely to en-
gage in socially inappropriate behaviors?
Dacher Keltner, a psychologist at the Univ-
ersity of California at Berkeley, and a col-
league, Andrew Ward, devised a whimsical
test of the hypothesis that power makes peo-
ple less sensitive to those around them. In
groups of three subjects, Keltner randomly
gave one person the role of handing out as-
signments to the other two. After leaving the
three for a half hour, the experimenter came
in with a plate containing five cookies. Not
only was the individual who had been given
the power role more likely to take a second
cookie, he was also more likely to eat it with
his mouth open, spew crumbs on partners
and get cookie detritus on his face and on
the table.

From: The Ape in the Corner Office. By Richard Conniff. (Crown Business/Random House, 2005.)
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JANN WENNER
The Rolling Stone founder, along
with his ex, Jane, is said to hit on
new staff members, men and
women alike.

The cookie experiment led Keltner
and his coauthors to their approach-in-

hibition theory, which posits that having

power increases the tendency to approach
and decreases the tendency to inhibit one's
own behavior. It fits neatly with a large body
of previous studies associating power with
traits now identified as part of the behavioral
approach system: Individuals with power
(even randomly assigned power) tend to talk
more, interrupt others, speak out of turn and
engage more readily in conflict. They use
more expansive body language and smile
less. They're more likely to enter the social
space of others, stand too close, initiate phys-
ical contact and flirt in less inhibited ways.

"We assume," Keltner and his coauthors
write, "that power activates the behavioral
approach system without conscious aware-
ness of its effects and, in fact, that those with
power may actually be less cognizant of oth-
ers." That is, the boss really is off in his own
little world, much as we have always sus-
pected, and this is in large part the nature of

being a boss. As power increases, firing up
the behavioral approach system and shut-
ting down behavioral inhibition, people be-
come less attentive to those around them.
They often place too much faith in their own
ability to shape events. CEOs, for example,
routinely take credit when business is good,
but blame the market when results turn ugly.

A misplaced sense of accomplishment
is also why bosses frequently brag about
work actually performed by subordinates,
who bite their tongues and bide their time.
It's why bosses react to negative events with
anger (something ought to have been done),
whereas individuals given low-status posi-
tions react with guilt and sadness (whatever
it was, we failed to do it).

BONNIE FULLER
The editorial director of Amercian
Media had her manicures done dur-
ing staff meetings and threw temper
tantrums if her coffee wasn't up
to snuff.

JOHN BOLTON
The United Nations ambassador
has drawn fire for his "kiss-up, kick-
down" tactics. Once, he chased a
woman down the hallway and
hurled a tape dispenser at her.

People with power also construe social
events in more automatic fashion, and often
in less complex ways. They tend, for instance,
to view employees less as individuals and
more as pawns, or they might think of the
company jet as their personal toy. This may
happen partly because they have too many
other things to think about. But it's also

because they have less reason to worry about
the consequences of their actions.

One way for an alpha boss to maintain
vigilance is to cultivate a close relationship

with relatively low-ranking individuals, be-
cause people with less power typically see
the world more clearly than do their bosses.
While powerful people are paying attention
to the potential rewards, disempowered peo-
ple are paying attention to the likely costs.
Low-status individuals have to stay alert to
what's going on around them because they
are more vulnerable to threats of all kinds,
from layoffs to nasty assignments nobody
wants to handle. A wise boss thus learns,
at the very least, to respect and depend on
an executive assistant.

Because subordinates have superior social
antennae, it can also be smart to let people
with less status conduct important negotia-
tions. Keltner and his coauthors point to stud-
ies showing that high-powered sorts "tend to
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LYNDON B. JOHNSON
The 36th president-who belched,
cursed and touched his genitals in
public-once showed off his appen-
dectomy scar to reporters. He also
set off his wristwatch alarm during
other people's speeches.

I
LINDA WACHNER
The former Warnaco head reportedly
yelled at executives of a division she
felt was underperforming: "You're
eunuchs! How can your wives stand
you? You've got nothing between
your legs!"

be less aware of their opponents' underly-
ing interests." Low-powered negotiators are
not only more aware but also more likely to
find solutions that work for both sides.

Powerful people sometimes forget
that their hard-charging personalities
elicit a deep sense of threat in subordi-
nates. This becomes dangerous when
employees are too fearful to speak up
and stop the boss from charging into
a brick wall. Bosses also often combine
intimidation with an even more danger-
ous tendency: to impose stereotypes on
subordinates. It's not necessarily because
they're bigots, but because of the autopilot
thinking associated with power.

Power also leads naturally to sexual mis-
behavior. The simple idea of power causes
people to entertain increased thoughts and
feelings about sex, especially in those indi-
viduals prone to disinhibited, inappropriate
sexual behavior. They develop a sense of
entitlement. For instance, a BBC chairman
admonished for putting dalliances on his ex-
pense account was simply annoyed. "Fuck
off," he replied, and then with wonderful in-
souciance, he added: "I'm an old man. I'm
going to die soon, and if the BBC doesn't like
it, too bad."

LEONA HELMSLEY
The "Queen of Mean," who ran the
Helmsley hotel empire, berated and
fired employees on the spot,
allegedly for mistakes like overlook-
ing a crooked lampshade.

Or maybe the woman is genuinely

attracted to her boss. An understanding

of the power relationship may give him

pause to reflect on whether it's his shiny

scalp and his trembling, protuberant belly

that she finds so hot-hot-hot. Or is it just his

comer office? With luck, this thought may be

enough (but, again, probably not) to persuade

him to take his propensities outside the work-

place, where the perils of sexual harassment

do not loom so large. Pr

But times have changed, and understand-
ing the propensities associated with power
can provide a useful perspective: A male boss
may recognize that it's the power relationship
itself that's causing him to regard a female
subordinate as sexually available. Thus, he may
(but, OK, probably won't) spare himself the
unfortunate blunder of taking it as a romantic
overture when she is merely making the
friendly, deferential displays subordinates
routinely pay their bosses.
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has written for
the Smithsonian,
Atlantic Monthly,
and The New York
Times Magazine,
among others.
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