
HOGAN DEVELOPMENT SURVEY (HDS): HIGH RISK OF LOW SCORES
by Jamie Estes and Rod Chamberlain, October 2021

Over the past three weeks, we have examined three HDS clusters and scores at 90% or above:

• Moving Away (Excitable, Skeptical, Cautious, Reserved, Leisurely)—the “flight” scales
• Moving Against (Bold, Mischievous, Colorful, Imaginative)—the “fight” scales
• Moving Toward (Diligent, Dutiful)—the “freeze” scales.

Since its inception in the early 1990s, the HDS has been positioned as a risk assessment, in that “higher scores 
on a given scale indicated that a person was at greater risk for negative behaviors . . . particularly under 
stressful conditions”  (p.50).  Recognizing that self-awareness facilitates improved performance, we have tried 
to help leaders recognize behaviors that can derail their careers. 

In more recent years, Hogan has taken a closer look at low scores—any below 20.  Each HDS scale reflects a 
continuum of related traits and behaviors.  Attributes associated with high scores can derail a career.  While 
mid-range scores raise few concerns, low scores can reveal unmet expectations.  Succinctly: “High scores can 
get you fired, and low scores can get you passed over” (p. 53). 

In the long run, schools cannot afford to pass over potential leaders.  When we discussed Charisma in article 3, 
we noted a recent Hogan research team blog about the crucial difference between leadership emergence and 
leadership effectiveness:

Emergent leaders seem smart, confident, and charismatic.  They’re interpersonally savvy—talented at 
shaking the right hands and forming the relationships and alliances they need to advance their careers—and 
excellent self-promoters. . . .  However, these characteristics aren’t enough to succeed at the top, which is 
why performance appraisals and supervisor nominations don’t work and why 46% of leaders fail to meet 
business objectives in a new role.

Promoting only emerging leaders means you’re missing the people in your organization who actually have 
the potential to succeed as leaders [i.e., to be effective]—to build and maintain a team that can outperform 
the competition.

In this week’s article, we examine the risks posed by school leaders’ low HDS scores.  Whereas high-risk 
derailers indicate overused strengths, extremely low scores represent underused strengths.  

The HDS, as a reputational survey, identifies how others perceive and interpret leaders’ actions in challenging 
circumstances.  For example, many surveyed heads scored high for Leisurely.  A high score indicates that a 
leader is perceived as agenda-driven and prone to passive-aggressive reactions when others want to expand 
or adjust that agenda.  A low score, on the other hand, says that a leader is perceived to have no agenda or 
direction at all—not a description a school leader would covet!
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Risks associated with low scores are present in all eleven HDS scales.  The surveyed heads’ lowest average 
score was on the Skeptical scale.  The message to leaders: while it is good to avoid high Skeptical descriptors—
being negative, cynical, or expecting to be betrayed—it is equally important to avoid low scores and being 
perceived as trusting to the point of naiveté. 

LOW HDS SCORES IN PRACTICE
INTERVIEWS WITH HEADS OF SCHOOLS

To demonstrate how low scores might impact someone’s leadership career, we have included the following 
lightly edited conversation with a head of school who scored low on almost all scales.

LOW HDS SCORES 
Have you had a chance to review the HDS report you received? What were your thoughts when you reviewed 
it? Any surprises?  

Some of the comments in the report sound like me and some of them sound nothing like me.  I have some 
experience with other personality assessments and see some consistency from those.

We wanted to speak with you because your scores are low overall.  You have no scores even in the moderate 
risk range, and several (four) scores below the 20th percentile.  Hogan says that high scores can get you fired, 
but low scores can get you passed over.  I do not know if you pursued headships before seeking your current 
position, but I do know you spent 26 years in administration before getting your first headship.  Do you have a 
sense that people underestimated your ability to be a head of school?

There were times I got feedback when I did not move in a search that I didn’t speak confidently enough about 
my accomplishments.  I took that advice and tried to speak more confidently.  When I was an administrator, I did 
have people come and ask about when I was going to go for headships, but I was hesitant about putting myself 
out there and risk suffering rejection.  It was only when my school changed a lot that I kind of got pushed out 
there.  

A growing area of Hogan’s research is the “high risk of low scores.” Your lowest score was for Excitable, 
which is sometimes interpreted by others as introversion but is more likely related to emotional stability 
(adjustment).  Low Excitable people can be hard to read.  How do you think people know when you are under 
stress or pressure?

I have heard a lot of feedback from staff about knowing things are bad but not being able to read it in me.  I 
learned early on that I didn’t want to show people stress; I didn’t want them to see me sweat.  My family sees 
a lot more of how I am feeling than my colleagues do.  The feedback I received from my staff was more of an 
observation than a criticism, I think.  It was particularly delivered in comparison to my predecessor who was 
much more emotional.  I like to get happy excited, but I don’t want to be public about my dissatisfaction.
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Low Skeptical people can sometimes be surprised by people with ulterior motives.  As you move up the 
organizational ladder, this can be more and more of a liability.  Have you had to fine tune your radar?

I was absolutely naïve when I started as a Head of School.  I generally trust people.  I don’t engage in politics, 
but I got sucked into some early parent encounters where I believed the best in people, and it came back to bite 
me.  I have definitely learned to watch for manipulation.  My personality is to have my door always open, and 
some people took advantage of that.  It’s probably easier to fall into that trap in a smaller school, but I did learn 
that I have to put up firmer walls; I do have to be a bit more reserved.  I will never be actively rude to parents, 
but I do have to engage a bit less and be a bit more circumspect.

That’s interesting and a good segue into your next very low score.  Low Reserved people can struggle to 
separate themselves from the emotion of a situation.  Moving into headship can require some tough decisions 
that cause people stress.  How have you adjusted to being in this position?

I have had to adjust lots of things.  I have had to develop a much thicker skin.  My role before I became a head 
of school was mostly focused on faculty and students but less with parents.  It’s been eye-opening dealing 
with parents.  I feel much more comfortable not being liked than I did early on in my tenure.  I try not to bring 
emotions home.  It’s definitely been a growing experience.  It is worth pointing out that I took this assessment 
likely in the hardest year of my career because of the pandemic.

Finally, low Dutiful people can perceive it as a weakness to go to supervisors for help.  As a head, you have to 
balance informing your board while also maintaining boundaries.  What have you learned about working with a 
board?

The great news about this is I have a wonderful board chair.  I do talk to my board chair once a week, but he 
doesn’t expect me to talk about operations.  It’s the positive relationship I have with my board that has helped 
me be as successful as I have been.  I might be willing to challenge my board chair, but it’s because of the 
health of our relationship.  I see my board more as colleagues than my “boss.”

What are some other ways, perhaps in terms of hiring, managing staff, or using colleagues and mentors that 
you have used to mitigate some of your less productive tendencies?

I have learned that if you don’t communicate enough, others will fill the vacuum.  I have learned to be very 
strategic in my communication.  I have learned to take at least 24 hours before making a final decision.  I have 
learned to look at situations from all angles and to be constantly asking “Why?”  I feel really good about my 
relationships with staff, but I know that it can take a while to build relationships.  Like I said, I have had to 
develop a thick skin and learn how to balance accessibility and setting boundaries.  I have had to learn to be 
easier on myself and to take care of myself.
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SPECIAL TOPIC
LOW SCORES AND AGE AT FIRST HEADSHIP

Hogan asserts that low scores predict being passed over for promotion.  If so, data should reflect a correlation 
between heads’ scores and the ages at which the heads attained their first headships.  We would expect people 
who become heads earlier in their careers to have more high-range HDS scores than their counterparts who 
become heads relatively later.  

Descriptive Statistics
HDS SCORE

Age at First Headship 30-39 40-49 50-59
Total Number   66 93 33 

Mean HDS Score 58.9 57.7 54.8 

Std. Deviation 13.4 11.8 13.4 

We do see a marginal decline in average HDS scores as the age of first headship increases.  In a previous 
article, we noted that HDS scores in the sample group go down overall with age.  The relatively subtle 
difference in scores does not suggest a strong correlation between low HDS scores and becoming a head later 
in life.

People who become school heads later in life do score significantly lower in some HDS scales.
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The five HDS scales above show 8-point (or more) differences between first-time heads in their thirties and first-
time heads in their fifties.  Younger first-time heads scored higher on Bold, Mischievous, Colorful, and Reserved 
and lower on Cautious.  As we discussed previously, Bold, Mischievous, and Colorful are part of the Moving 
Against or Charismatic cluster indicating leadership emergence as opposed to leadership effectiveness.  High 
scorers get tapped for leadership earlier in their careers while low scorers get passed over.

Older first-time heads score higher in the Cautious scale.  In Phase I’s look at heads’ HPI scores, we noted 
a correlation between high Learning Approach and later-life first headships.  People high on the Learning 
Approach scale tend to enjoy learning for learning’s sake, while those lower on this scale tend to pursue 
knowledge as needed, to attain new skills “just in time.”  Our theory was that people who became heads later 
in life had delayed their candidacies until they felt fully prepared.  They were less likely to be comfortable 
“learning on the job.”  From an HDS perspective, we note older first-time heads’ low Charismatic Cluster scores.  
We also recognize that while high Cautious scorers can be valued for avoiding mistakes, they can also be 
perceived as timid, unassertive, and indecisive.  Wanting to be fully prepared before seeking a headship (high 
Learning Approach) is related to protecting oneself from making the wrong move (high Cautious).

Many heads take great pride in building the pipeline to produce the next generation of independent school 
leaders.  Identifying, supporting, and encouraging prospective heads, especially from underrepresented 
candidate groups, can be tricky work.  Few tasks, however, are more important to the future of independent 
schools. 

Reference:

Warrenfeltz, R. & Kellett, T. Eds. (2016). Coaching the Dark Side of Personality. HoganPress.

https://southernteachers.com/leadership-study-phase-1
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CONCLUSIONS
Male and female heads score similarly on measures of Adjustment, Ambition, and Sociability, suggesting male 
and female heads are similar 

nterestingly, Interpersonal Sensitivity was the lowest scale for corporate leadership and the highest for the 
independent school leaders in our study.  Male or female, being a highly relational, transformational-style 
leader seems almost a prerequisite for rising to the role of Head of School. 
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