
 

 

CORPORATE TABOOS 

Leadership Failures We All See But No One Fixes 

Issue #6 

The Brilliant Jerk 

Problem 

— Why 'Results at Any Cost' Is Killing Your Company 

and How to Remove Toxic Talent Without Losing Your Output 

 

The newsletter for leaders who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable denial. 
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The War Story 

 

Everyone at Veridian knew the rule about Grant: you scheduled your calls before 9 AM or after 
4 PM, because those were the windows when he was least likely to be in a meeting tearing 
someone apart. 

Grant was the company's top enterprise sales rep. Had been for three years running. His 
numbers were not merely good — they were the kind of numbers that made CFOs go quiet and 
then nod slowly. He closed deals other reps couldn't get in front of. He read clients with an 
almost eerie accuracy. He had an instinct for the moment when a negotiation was ready to close 
and he drove to it with a precision that was genuinely impressive to witness. 

What he did to the people around him was less impressive. He interrupted colleagues in client 
calls and corrected them publicly when they were wrong — and sometimes when they weren't. 
He had a name for the junior reps' mistakes that he used openly in team meetings: 'the rookies.' 
He sent emails at 11 PM demanding updates and followed up at 6 AM when he hadn't heard 
back by then. He had driven two SDRs to HR in the last eighteen months. A third had quietly 
transferred to the marketing team rather than continue supporting his accounts. 

His manager, Dana, knew all of this. She also knew that Grant's pipeline accounted for 34% of 
the team's revenue. She had the conversation with him twice — once gently, once less gently. 
Both times he had been contrite for approximately eleven days. Then the behavior recalibrated 
back to baseline, and Dana made the quiet, rational-seeming calculation that the disruption of 
removing him was greater than the disruption of keeping him. 

The third SDR who transferred to marketing was named Priya. She had been the team's best 
pipeline researcher. The two who went to HR? Both left the company within six months of filing. 
The junior rep who replaced them took fourteen months to reach adequate performance on 
Grant's accounts. Dana never ran those numbers. She ran Grant's numbers instead. 

 

Every organization that keeps a brilliant jerk has done the math. They've just 
done it wrong. 

 

Name the Failure: The Brilliant Jerk Equation 

 

The brilliant jerk is the most seductive retention problem in corporate life, because the case for 
keeping them is always visible and the case for removing them is always diffuse. Grant's 34% of 
pipeline is a number on a dashboard. The departure of three talented support staff, the chilled 
creativity in team meetings, the two junior reps who spent their first year learning not to ask 
questions because questions became ammunition — none of that has a cell in the spreadsheet. 

This is the core of what makes the brilliant jerk problem so persistent: the costs are real but 
systematically undercounted, and the benefits are real but systematically overcounted. Let's 
correct both errors. 
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The Output Is Almost Always Overstated 

The brilliant jerk's individual output is typically calculated as if it exists in isolation — as if the 
same results would materialize without the support structure around them. In reality: 

 

• The SDR generating their leads, the junior rep handling their follow-up, the coordinator 
managing their logistics — all are functioning below capacity or leaving entirely, requiring 
constant replacement and retraining. 

• The team members who could be collaborating with them on complex accounts are 
instead routing around them, taking their ideas to other channels, or not raising the flag 
when they see a problem on a shared account because the interaction cost is too high. 

• The institutional knowledge that flows naturally in functional teams — the tip about a 
prospect, the heads-up about a competitor move, the war story that prevents a rookie 
mistake — stops flowing to and from the brilliant jerk because the social infrastructure 
required to carry it has been damaged. 

 

The brilliant jerk's numbers look exceptional in part because the team has organized itself to 
support them at the expense of everything else. Remove the support tax and the numbers are 
rarely as singular as they appear. 

 

The Costs Are Almost Always Understated 

The damage a brilliant jerk does to an organization runs on three tracks simultaneously, and 
most leaders are only monitoring one of them. 

 

Cost Track What's Actually Happening Why Leaders Miss It 

Direct talent cost Capable people leave faster and arrive 
more slowly. Recruiting, onboarding, and 
ramp time for replacements are 
expensive — typically 50–200% of annual 
salary per departure depending on role 
seniority. The jerk's support ecosystem 
churns constantly. 

Attrition is often attributed to 
'better opportunities' rather 
than the actual cause. The 
brilliant jerk is rarely named in 
exit interviews because the 
person leaving wants a 
reference and knows how 
organizations work. 

Team performance cost The team's collective output drops. 
People stop raising risky ideas. Creative 
problem-solving requires psychological 
safety — the sense that you can try 
something without being publicly 
eviscerated if it fails. That safety is gone. 

The output that doesn't 
happen is invisible. Leaders 
measure what the team 
produces, not what it would 
have produced in a different 
environment. The 
counterfactual never appears 
on the dashboard. 

Cultural transmission 
cost 

Every day the brilliant jerk stays is a 
lesson taught to everyone watching about 
what behavior is acceptable in this 

Culture change is slow and its 
causes are diffuse. Leaders 
rarely connect a team's 
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Cost Track What's Actually Happening Why Leaders Miss It 

organization. Junior employees 
specifically are calibrating their own 
behavior against what they observe going 
unpunished. 

gradually coarsening norms 
back to the specific individual 
who modeled those norms 
three years ago. 

Leadership credibility 
cost 

Every team member who watches the 
brilliant jerk operate without consequence 
loses a measure of trust in leadership. 
The unspoken message is: results protect 
you from accountability here. That 
message is heard clearly and 
remembered long after the brilliant jerk is 
gone. 

Trust erosion is invisible until 
it isn't. By the time it shows up 
in engagement scores or a 
wave of attrition, the original 
cause is months or years 
removed from the visible 
symptom. 

 

The Real Math: What Keeping a Brilliant Jerk Actually Costs 

 

Research by Professors Christine Porath and Christine Pearson, published in the Harvard 
Business Review, quantified the cost of workplace incivility — of which the brilliant jerk is the 
most concentrated source. Their findings from surveys of thousands of workers: 

 

• 48% intentionally decreased their work effort in response to incivility. 

• 47% intentionally decreased the time spent at work. 

• 38% intentionally decreased the quality of their work. 

• 80% lost work time worrying about the incident. 

• 63% lost work time avoiding the offender. 

• 25% admitted to taking their frustration out on customers. 

 

Now apply those percentages not to a single incident but to a sustained presence — a brilliant 
jerk who is a permanent fixture on a team of eight to twelve people. The math is not subtle. 

 

The 34% Illusion — Dana's Actual Calculation 

Grant generated 34% of the team's revenue. But the team was operating at reduced capacity 
across every other account because of the organizational tax his behavior imposed. Two 
experienced SDRs were gone. A third had transferred out. Junior reps were under-asking in 
client interactions because they'd learned that visible mistakes were publicly expensive. If the 
team had operated at its potential capacity — in an environment that retained its best support 
talent and encouraged its junior reps to engage fully — what would the team's total revenue 
have been? Dana never asked that question. She looked at Grant's column in the spreadsheet 
and stopped there. 
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Why Organizations Keep Them: The Rationalization Stack 

 

The decision to keep a brilliant jerk is rarely made once. It's remade continuously, in a series of 
smaller decisions, each with its own rationalization. Understanding the stack helps leaders see 
when they're in it. 

 

The Rationalization The Honest Translation The Tell 

"Their output is 
irreplaceable." 

We haven't tried to replace it 
because the attempt would require 
admitting the first decision was 
wrong. 

If their output is genuinely 
irreplaceable, that's a business 
continuity risk — which means 
you have a different, more 
urgent problem than their 
behavior. 

"They're getting better." They were contrite for ten days 
after the last conversation and 
we've been averaging that 
performance as 'improvement.' 

Genuine behavior change in 
toxic high-performers is rare 
without structural 
consequences. Remorse 
without consequence is not 
change. 

"Everyone knows how they 
are — people just need 
thicker skin." 

We've decided the team should 
absorb the cost of this person's 
behavior rather than holding the 
person accountable for it. 

The people with 'thin skin' are 
often your most emotionally 
intelligent contributors — the 
ones a functional team needs 
most. 

"If we let them go, they'll go 
to a competitor." 

We're so concerned about their 
output that we're willing to pay any 
cultural price to prevent a 
competitor from having it. 

This reasoning, taken 
seriously, would justify keeping 
literally anyone. It's a blank 
check for bad behavior. 

"Now isn't the right time." We are hoping the problem 
resolves itself or that we'll feel more 
capable of acting later. 

As established in Issue #5: 
there is no right time. There is 
only the cost of delay, which is 
always additive. 

 

How to Remove Toxic Talent Without Losing Your Output 

 

The practical question is not whether to remove the brilliant jerk — the math above makes the 
case clearly. The practical question is how to do it in a way that manages the transition without 
compounding the disruption. Here is a sequence that works. 

 

Step 1: Do the Real Math First 
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Before any action, run the honest calculation. Account for total cost of the brilliant jerk's 
presence — not just their output column. What is the annual cost of their team's attrition rate 
above baseline? What is the estimated output loss from the team members operating below 
capacity around them? What is the ramp cost of replacing the people who have left? 

Put those numbers next to their individual output number. For most brilliant jerks, the calculation 
is not close. Having done this work, you enter the next conversation with clarity rather than 
anxiety — you know what the real cost of inaction is, which makes action considerably easier to 
take. 

 

Step 2: Make the Behavior the Conversation, Not the Performance 

The brilliant jerk expects to be evaluated on their numbers. They are confident in their numbers. 
The conversation that produces change — or surfaces the unwillingness to change — is the one 
that makes clear that behavior is not a separate track from performance. It is part of 
performance. 

 

The Reframe That Changes Everything 

"How you achieve results is part of how we evaluate results here. Your output numbers are 
strong. The way you're operating with this team is not acceptable, and it's affecting the team's 
overall performance in ways that don't show up in your column but show up in mine. I need both 
things from you, not one. This conversation is about what happens if I continue to only get one." 

 

This framing matters because it denies the implicit deal the brilliant jerk believes they've struck: 
that sufficient output purchases immunity from behavioral accountability. Closing that deal is not 
punitive — it's accurate. The behavioral cost is real and the organization is paying it. 

 

Step 3: Set Specific, Observable Behavioral Standards — Not Aspirations 

Vague behavioral feedback gives the brilliant jerk exactly the ambiguity they need to claim 
compliance while changing nothing. 'Be more respectful' is not a standard. These are standards: 

 

• No interrupting or correcting colleagues during client-facing calls. If you identify an error, 
address it privately afterward. 

• No communications to direct reports or support staff outside the hours of 8 AM to 7 PM 
except in a genuine client emergency. 

• In team meetings, you will allow others to complete their point before responding. If this is 
difficult, you will take it offline. 

• Zero instances of publicly naming or mocking a colleague's mistake. Feedback goes to the 
person, privately. 

 

Standards this specific feel uncomfortable to set. That discomfort is appropriate — it means 
they're real. Vague standards are comfortable because they're not really standards at all. 
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Step 4: Set a Real Timeframe With Real Consequences 

The conversation must include an explicit statement of what happens if the behavior continues. 
Not implied. Not hinted at. Stated directly, in the same meeting where the standards are set. 

 

The Consequence Conversation 

"I want to be direct with you about what happens next. We're going to check in in thirty days. If 
the specific behaviors we've discussed are still happening, this becomes a formal performance 
improvement process — and if that process doesn't produce change, we will part ways. I'm 
telling you this now, clearly, because I think you deserve to know exactly where we are. I hope 
we don't get there. That's up to you." 

 

Leaders who skip this step often discover that the brilliant jerk interpreted the conversation as 
another round of the same feedback they've received before — uncomfortable but ultimately 
consequence-free. Explicit consequences are not a threat. They are honesty about the stakes, 
delivered early enough for the person to act on them. 

 

Step 5: Manage the Transition Proactively, Not Reactively 

If the behavior doesn't change and the separation proceeds, the output transition is manageable 
if it's planned. The leaders who find it unmanageable are the ones who have put off planning 
because planning felt like committing to a decision they weren't ready to make. 

 

• Document the brilliant jerk's accounts, relationships, and key institutional knowledge now 
— before the separation, while they're still present. Don't wait until the exit interview. 

• Identify the team members whose performance has been suppressed by the brilliant jerk's 
presence. In most cases, there are one or two people who have been underperforming 
specifically because of the toxic dynamic, not because of capability. They often step up 
meaningfully once the environment changes. 

• Brief your best people honestly after the separation. Not a company-wide announcement 
that names the behavior, but a direct acknowledgment to the team that the departure was 
a leadership decision, that it was not made lightly, and that the environment going forward 
will be different. Teams that don't receive this briefing fill the vacuum with speculation that 
is usually worse than the truth. 

• Track the team's performance metrics for ninety days post-departure. In the majority of 
cases, the team's collective output — freed from the attrition drag, the avoidance 
overhead, and the psychological weight of the toxic presence — recovers and often 
exceeds the pre-departure baseline faster than anyone expected. 

 

A Note on Prevention: How Brilliant Jerks Get Hired 

 

Removing the brilliant jerk is the hard solution. The easier one — less dramatic, less costly, 
genuinely available — is not hiring them in the first place. Most brilliant jerks did not become 
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brilliant jerks after joining your organization. They arrived that way, trailing references that 
ranged from glowing to carefully noncommittal, in an interview process that evaluated their 
technical capability exhaustively and their interpersonal behavior almost not at all. 

 

Hiring Practice What It Catches What It Misses 

Skills and experience 
interview 

Domain competence, relevant 
track record, technical depth 

How they treat people with less 
power, status, or visibility than 
themselves 

Reference calls (standard) Professional accomplishments, 
working style with peers and 
managers 

The references are selected by 
the candidate. They will not 
volunteer unflattering information. 

Reference calls (back-
channel) 

What colleagues who weren't 
selected as references actually 
experienced 

This is where the truth lives. Call 
people in their network who 
weren't on their reference list. 

Panel or team interview How they engage with peers, 
whether they listen or perform, 
reactions when challenged 

Candidates are on best behavior 
in interviews. Look for how they 
treat the coordinator who 
scheduled them, not just the VP 
who interviewed them. 

Behavioral questions on 
past conflict 

How they frame and describe 
interpersonal difficulty — do they 
take any responsibility or is it 
always others? 

Skilled interviewees can script 
good answers. Ask for specific 
examples, then ask follow-up 
questions that go beneath the 
prepared answer. 

 

The single most predictive question in a brilliant jerk screen: 'Tell me about a time you were 
wrong about something important, and how you handled it.' The genuinely self-aware candidate 
tells a specific story that includes their own role in the error and what they changed. The brilliant 
jerk tells a story where everyone else's reaction to their being right was the actual problem. 

 

Quick Reference: The Brilliant Jerk Decision Framework 

 

Question If the Answer Is... 

Have you calculated the full cost — attrition, suppressed team 
output, replacement ramp, cultural damage — not just their 
individual numbers? 

No → Do this first. The case for 
action almost always becomes 
clearer when the full cost is on the 
same page as the individual output. 

Have you made the behavioral standards explicit, specific, 
and observable — not aspirational? 

No → Vague feedback produces 
vague compliance. Reframe the 
conversation with specific, named 
behaviors. 
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Question If the Answer Is... 

Have you stated the consequence of continued behavior 
directly and in the same conversation? 

No → Without explicit 
consequences, the brilliant jerk has 
no reason to believe this 
conversation is different from the last 
one. 

Have you given a defined timeframe for change with a 
scheduled check-in? 

No → Open-ended 'let's see' 
conversations diffuse accountability. 
Set a date. Hold to it. 

If the behavior continues and separation is the outcome, do 
you have a transition plan? 

No → Start building it now. Proactive 
transition planning is what makes the 
outcome manageable. Reactive 
planning is what makes it feel 
impossible. 

 

The Bottom Line 

 

Dana eventually lost Grant — not through a managed separation, but because Grant received 
an offer from a competitor and took it without a moment's hesitation. In his last two weeks, he 
told three clients he'd be 'taking them with him' and spent four hours on an exit interview with 
HR that covered, in extensive detail, everything he thought the company had done wrong. 

The team's revenue in the quarter after he left was down, as Dana expected. In the quarter after 
that, it was up — because Priya had come back from marketing, because the junior reps were 
finally asking questions in team meetings, because two SDRs had stopped spending 20% of 
their time managing around a person who was no longer there. By the end of the year, the 
team's total output exceeded the year Grant had been present. 

Dana ran those numbers. She did it in a spreadsheet at 10 PM on a Tuesday, and then she sat 
with them for a while. 

The cost of keeping Grant for two years after she knew — two years of turnover, suppressed 
output, chilled creativity, eroded trust, and a team that had learned to make itself small — was 
not recoverable. It had happened. But the number in that spreadsheet was instructive enough 
that she carried it into the next hiring decision, and the one after that. 

 

The brilliant jerk's exit interview is always candid, thorough, and focused on 
everyone else's failures. Your team's exit interviews never mention them by 
name. That asymmetry is the whole problem. 

 

Coming Up in Issue #7 
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Micromanagement Masquerading as Leadership — Leaders who don't trust their teams, over-
control every detail, and kill motivation in the process. Where micromanagement comes from, 
what it costs, and a concrete framework for leading without breathing down everyone's neck. 

 

 

Corporate Taboos is written for leaders who prefer honest diagnosis over comfortable denial. 

Forward it to someone who needs it. You know who they are. 
 


