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Chapter 8
Leadership failure mode: the doom loop is easily
recognizable. Its biology and governance in action

Leaders often fail in a predictable sequence. A leader can begin with public support,
real competence and genuine achievement. Leadership then becomes more valuable,
more contested and more dangerous to lose. The leader starts by protecting the
position, then protects the system that protects the position, and finally reshapes the
state around personal survival. What begins as leadership can therefore end as a self-
reinforcing governance failure.

The central governance problem is not that all leaders begin badly. It is that human
survival instincts, status competition and concentrated power can gradually overpower
the restraints that made good leadership possible in the first place. Future governance
must therefore be designed on the assumption that even good leaders can deteriorate
when power becomes threatened. Maybe one of the greatest inventions of humans is
the ability to replace leaders with grace.

How this chapter unfolds

1. The leadership failure sequence — Traces how successful leadership can move
through competition, fear and control until society loses its capacity to correct itself.

2. Why the loop is so difficult to stop — Explains how self-protection reinforces
opposition, loyalty and distorted information, making each turn of the loop harder to
reverse.

3. The succession problem — Shows how weakened institutions and loyal succession
can allow the machinery of control to outlast the original leader.

4. The governance implication — Sets out the restraints, independent visibility and
distributed power needed to keep leaders correctable.

5. What this chapter means for humans — Asks humans to recognise the failure
pattern in themselves and protect the institutions that allow challenge, correction and
peaceful replacement.
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6. What this chapter means for Al — Explains how Al can strengthen independent
visibility and correction while remaining constrained against uses that reinforce the
leadership doom loop.

1. The leadership failure sequence

vl.l

A. Good leadership creates value

The leader starts with legitimacy. Citizens support the leader because the leader
solves problems, creates order, delivers benefits or gives the population a
stronger sense of direction. Success increases authority. Authority increases the
rewards attached to holding office.

B. Leadership becomes a prize

Once leadership carries status, wealth, control, access and historical importance,
other ambitious people want it. Younger leaders, rivals and excluded groups
begin to compete for influence and succession. Competition is normal. The
failure mode begins when the incumbent starts to treat competition as a threat
rather than as a legitimate part of governance.

C. The leader starts protecting the position

The first moves are usually limited and defensible in the leader’s own mind.
Rivals are demoted, sidelined, discredited, investigated, removed from office or
occasionally imprisoned. Each act reduces immediate risk to the leader. Each act
also increases fear and resentment among those outside the loyal group.

D. Opposition becomes more animated

Suppression creates the very resistance it was intended to prevent. Rivals
organise. People who began by competing for office may now believe they are
competing for fairness, safety or survival. A wider opposition coalition forms.
The leader now sees stronger evidence that enemies really do exist.

E. Survival instincts take over

The leader tightens the loyalty test. Competence matters less. Personal loyalty
matters more. Independent advisers disappear. Officials learn that disagreement
carries a cost. Removal can escalate from dismissal to imprisonment, exile and,
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in extreme cases, execution. The leader increasingly hears only information that
confirms the leader’s own view.

F. The leader dismantles the restraints

The legal and institutional mechanisms that can remove or constrain the leader
become targets. Courts are weakened. Term limits are changed. Electoral rules
are altered. Independent agencies are captured. The leader does not necessarily
describe these moves as self-protection. They are usually presented as necessary
to preserve stability, continuity or the achievements already made.

G. The leader takes control of visibility

Independent visibility becomes dangerous because it allows citizens to see
failure, corruption, inequality and alternatives. Media ownership is therefore
influenced, captured or concentrated among loyal allies. Critical voices lose
access or legitimacy. The public receives a progressively narrower picture of
reality.

H. The leader shapes the next generation

Education becomes a strategic instrument. The state teaches a preferred
national story, a preferred account of the leader and a preferred interpretation
of history. Religion, ideology or national identity may be recruited to strengthen
loyalty. The leader’s rule becomes not merely political but moral, historical or
even sacred.

I. The system becomes self-justifying

The leader now sits inside a structure that continually proves the leader right.
Loyal officials supply supportive information. Controlled media validates the
story. Education reproduces it. Legal institutions defend it. Opposition becomes
evidence of disloyalty. The system loses its capacity to correct itself.

J. Society pays the price

The damage spreads beyond politics. Talent leaves. Innovation weakens.
Corruption grows. Economic rewards move toward loyalty rather than
performance. Citizens become cautious, cynical or angry. Society may remain
superficially stable for years, but its adaptive capacity declines.



October 5, 2026 Chapter 8 | Leadership failure mode: the doom loop

2. Why the loop is so difficult to stop

Every move makes the next move more likely. Removing rivals increases opposition.
Increased opposition increases the leader’s sense of threat. Greater threat produces
tighter loyalty tests. Tighter loyalty reduces truthful information. Reduced truth
produces worse decisions. Worse decisions create more opposition. The system
therefore becomes a doom loop driven by its own attempts at self-preservation.

The leader may still believe the project is noble. This is important. Failure does not
require a leader to become consciously malicious. A leader can believe, with complete
sincerity, that only continued personal rule can protect the nation, preserve stability or
complete an extraordinary historical mission. These ‘felt truths’ make correction
harder because self-interest and public purpose become psychologically fused.

3. The succession problem

The doom loop does not necessarily end when the leader dies. A leader who has
weakened institutions has also weakened orderly succession. Power may pass to a
child, a family network, a military protector or an intensely loyal successor. The
successor often inherits both the machinery of control and the founding story that
justifies it.

The short-term outcome can therefore be continuity. The long-term outcome is
usually some form of correction: elite replacement, citizen revolt, institutional
reconstruction, fragmentation or a return to more distributed power. That correction
can take years, generations or, in some cases, centuries. Human history repeatedly
shows that concentrated systems can persist far longer than outsiders expect, yet they
also accumulate pressures that eventually force change.

4. The governance implication

Future governance must be built for leadership deterioration, not merely leadership
quality. The question is not only, “How do we choose good leaders?” The harder
question is, “How do we prevent good leaders from becoming uncorrectable?”

That requires architecture that preserves:

e real competition for leadership;
e law that the leader cannot rewrite alone;

vll 4



October 5, 2026 Chapter 8 | Leadership failure mode: the doom loop

e independent visibility through media and public information;

e institutions able to challenge, remove and replace leaders;

e education that develops judgment rather than loyalty;

e succession rules that do not depend on the incumbent;

e truthful feedback from the bottom of the system to the top; and

e distributed power strong enough to correct the centre before the centre captures
the whole system.

The leadership failure mode is predictable: success concentrates power; concentrated
power attracts competition; competition activates fear; fear drives control; control
destroys correction. The failure is therefore not simply the bad leader. The deeper
failure is a governance system that allows the leader to become more powerful
precisely when the leader becomes less corrigible.

Good governance must assume that leaders are human. It must allow them to lead
strongly while ensuring that no leader can permanently control the rules, the truth, the
succession and the institutions that are meant to control the leader.

The architecture required to achieve these ‘conditionalities’ is broadly understood
though unevenly implemented.

Al will make visible the actual architecture, its trajectory and the next best move to all
citizens and the leadership itself. This will be explored much more deeply in chapter
29.

5. What this chapter means for humans

The leadership doom loop is a human possibility, not a defect carried only by unusually
bad people. Threat, status, loyalty and felt truth can narrow anyone’s judgement. The
practical task is to notice when protecting a position begins to replace serving the
purpose for which that position exists.

We have to remain willing to hear what we do not want to hear. A leader needs
advisers who can disagree without losing their place. Citizens need access to
information that does not depend on the leader’s approval. Officials need to be able to
report failure without being treated as enemies. Truthful feedback must remain
available precisely when it becomes uncomfortable.
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We have to distinguish loyalty to a person from responsibility to the larger whole.
Supporting a leader does not require defending every decision or excusing every
breach. When competence gives way to loyalty tests, when challenge becomes
disloyalty, or when public purpose becomes inseparable from personal rule, the
warning signs are already present.

We have to preserve the means of correction before we need to use them.
Independent courts, open competition, truthful media, education that develops
judgement and orderly succession cannot be left to the goodwill of the incumbent.
Their authority has to survive disagreement with whoever holds power.

We also have to hold the leadership paradox. Society needs leaders with enough
authority to act, but it needs restraints strong enough to keep that authority
correctable. Neither permanent submission nor permanent obstruction provides a
workable settlement. Humans remain responsible for deciding the limits, protecting
legitimate challenge and reviewing the settlement as circumstances change.

The same discipline matters in organisations, teams and families, even though their
forms of authority and succession differ. We should ask whether disagreement can
reach the person in charge, whether evidence can change a decision and whether the
system can continue without that person. Good leadership leaves behind a whole that
can still learn, correct itself and renew its leadership.

6. What this chapter means for Al

Al enters a system in which the leader may already be losing contact with correction. It
can make that system more visible, or give the leader stronger means of controlling
what others can see. The governance question is therefore not only what Al can do,
but whose aims it serves and who can challenge its use.

Al should help make the failure sequence visible. It can compare decisions over time,
identify changes in appointment and reward patterns, and show when independent
advice, public information or succession rules are being weakened. Such findings must
remain open to examination: evidence, sources, methods and uncertainty should be
visible, and a warning should not become an automatic verdict.

Al should strengthen truthful feedback from the parts to the whole. It can help citizens
and institutions compare official claims with available evidence, surface counterclaims
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and understand consequences across levels. Access to that visibility should not depend
entirely on the approval of the leader whose performance is being examined.

Al should widen reflection rather than automate the leader’s felt truth. It should
expose assumptions, test alternative interpretations and show the difference between
protecting public purpose and protecting the incumbent. An Al that supplies only
reassuring answers becomes another loyal adviser inside the loop.

Al can also intensify the failure mode. Surveillance, targeted persuasion, censorship
and automated enforcement can make opposition easier to identify and control.
Governance must place enforceable limits on these uses, protect lawful challenge and
prevent any leader from acquiring unchecked control over both the Al and the
institutions that supervise it.

Al itself must remain correctable. Its aims, boundaries, acceptable range, evidence,
decision rules and actions need independent human and institutional oversight, with
practical means to challenge, restrict or stop harmful use. It cannot become the final
judge of its own performance or the authority that determines who may govern.

The human responsibility remains to choose legitimate aims, settle the balance
between leadership and restraint, and preserve orderly succession. Al can support that
work by improving visibility, early warning, comparison and learning. Its contribution
should leave society more able to correct power before the doom loop takes away the
means of correction.
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