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Abstract 
This systematic review provides an in-depth examination of the manifestation of the Dark Triad personality traits 

(narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) within the realm of organizational leadership and explores their 

far-reaching implications. We comprehensively analyze existing empirical studies alongside relevant theoretical 

frameworks to understand how these traits affect leadership behaviors, influence organizational outcomes, and 

impact employee well-being. The review highlights that while leaders exhibiting Dark Triad traits might 

experience success in the short term, particularly in ambiguous and rapidly changing environments, the evidence 

reveals profound long-term consequences detrimental to organizational health. Specifically, these traits are linked 

to various adverse outcomes, including increased instances of financial misreporting, the prevalence of abusive 

supervision, and significantly elevated employee turnover rates. 

Utilizing theoretical perspectives such as Self-Determination Theory, we delve into the mechanisms through which 

Dark Triad traits can erode employee motivation and threaten psychological wellness. This involves a detailed 

investigation into how narcissistic leaders may prioritize their self-image over team cohesion, Machiavellian 

leaders may manipulate and exploit relationships, and psychopathic leaders may create a toxic workplace 

environment characterized by emotional detachment and callousness. The review culminates in evidence-based 

recommendations for leadership selection and development processes. We emphasize the critical role of 

organizational culture in mitigating the risks associated with appointing leaders with Dark Triad characteristics. 

Strategies for fostering a supportive and ethical workplace are presented to enhance employee morale and protect 

the organization's long-term viability. Overall, this review underscores the need for organizations to be vigilant 

and proactive in understanding and addressing the implications of Dark Triad traits in leadership roles. 
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I. Introduction 
            Leadership effectiveness plays a crucial role in determining the success of organizations, significantly 

influencing key areas such as innovation, overall performance, and employee engagement. In recent years, a 

growing body of research has been dedicated to exploring the "dark side" of leadership. This line of inquiry mainly 

focuses on the Dark Triad personality traits: narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, examining how they 

manifest within organizational leadership contexts. 

 Narcissism is characterized by an inflated sense of self-importance and a strong desire for admiration, 

leading leaders to prioritize their interests over the team's or organization’s wellbeing. Conversely, 

Machiavellianism refers to a manipulative interpersonal style and a pragmatic, self-serving approach to achieving 

goals, often at the expense of ethical considerations. Psychopathy is marked by a lack of empathy, impulsiveness, 

and superficial charm, traits that can significantly hinder team cohesion and employee morale. 

 This systematic review aims to synthesize existing empirical evidence and theoretical frameworks 

surrounding the implications of these Dark Triad traits on leadership behavior and organizational outcomes. By 

analyzing various studies and findings, this review seeks to clarify how these detrimental personality 

characteristics can impact decision-making processes, the formation of workplace culture, and overall 

organizational effectiveness. Understanding these dynamics is essential for fostering healthier leadership practices 

and promoting a more positive organizational environment. 

            Our analysis addresses four key dimensions of Dark Triad traits in leadership: (1) their manifestation in 

leadership behaviors and decision-making, (2) their role in leader emergence and effectiveness, (3) their impact 

on follower well-being and organizational outcomes, and (4) the theoretical frameworks that explain their effects. 
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Additionally, we examine moderating factors and evidence-based interventions for mitigating the negative 

impacts of Dark Triad traits in leadership positions. 

 

II. Methodology 
            This systematic review employed a comprehensive and structured methodology to thoroughly identify and 

analyze pertinent literature concerning the topic at hand. Our primary focus was on peer-reviewed articles that 

explored the intricate relationship between Dark Triad personality traits, namely, narcissism, Machiavellianism, 

and psychopathy, and their implications for organizational leadership. We specifically targeted publications from 

the years 2002 to 2023, a period that encapsulates both foundational studies on the Dark Triad, such as the 

influential work by Paulhus and Williams (2002) and more recent advancements in the field aimed at 

understanding its effects within organizational contexts, as highlighted by Dağistan in 2023. This broad timeframe 

allows us to observe the evolution of research in this area and to synthesize a wide range of insights regarding 

how these personality traits can influence leadership styles, team dynamics, and overall organizational 

effectiveness. 

 

Dark Triad Traits in Leadership Context 
             The Dark Triad framework offers a nuanced understanding of destructive leadership behaviors by 

examining three distinct yet interrelated personality traits: narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy.  

 Leaders exhibiting narcissistic traits often display behaviors characterized by grandiosity, an inflated 

sense of self-importance, and an overwhelming sense of entitlement. These individuals frequently demand 

excessive admiration and validation from others, leading to a leadership style that prioritizes personal gain over 

the needs of their team (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). This narcissistic approach can create toxic work environments 

where subordinates feel undervalued and exploited. 

 Machiavellian leaders are known for their manipulative interpersonal strategies and ethical pragmatism, 

often adopting a calculated and cunning approach to achieve their goals. Their primary focus is self-interest, which 

may lead them to employ deceitful tactics and maintain a façade of cooperation while working towards their 

agendas. This relentless pursuit of self-benefit can undermine team cohesion and trust. 

 In contrast, psychopathic leadership is marked by a striking lack of empathy, impulsive decision-making, 

and antisocial tendencies. Leaders with psychopathic traits may engage in reckless behavior, disregarding the 

emotional and psychological well-being of their subordinates. This can manifest in unethical decision-making that 

prioritizes short-term outcomes at the expense of ethical standards and the organization's long-term health (Schyns 

et al., 2018). 

 While these Dark Triad traits frequently correlate with problematic leadership behaviors, such as the 

exploitation of subordinates, abuse of power, and participation in unethical practices, it is crucial to recognize that 

they can coexist with seemingly positive attributes. For instance, leaders may project charisma and decisiveness, 

which can attract followers and foster an illusion of competence. However, these attractive qualities can disguise 

their underlying destructive potential, making it difficult for teams to recognize the detrimental impact of such 

leadership until significant damage has been done (Volmer et al., 2016). Understanding the complexities of the 

Dark Triad is essential for identifying and mitigating the adverse effects of toxic leadership within organizations. 

 

Emergence and Effectiveness of Dark Triad Leaders 
            Research extensively demonstrates that individuals exhibiting traits associated with the Dark Triad, namely 

narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism, often excel in impression management and self-promotion 

techniques, which can facilitate their rapid ascent to leadership positions within various organizational contexts 

(Volmer et al., 2016; Furnham et al., 2013). These individuals thrive particularly well in ambiguous and high-

pressure environments, where their ostensible confidence and propensity for risk-taking may initially be perceived 

as valuable assets.  

 However, a growing body of empirical evidence reveals that while such leaders may secure short-term 

advantages such as rapid organizational growth or increased market share, their leadership styles tend to engender 

significantly detrimental outcomes for the organization in the long term. Specifically, studies have established 

robust correlations between Dark Triad traits and problematic organizational consequences. For instance, 

leadership characterized by narcissism is closely associated with increased occurrences of financial misreporting 

and tax evasion practices (Volmer et al., 2016). This alignment threatens the organization's ethical foundation and 

can lead to severe reputational damage. 

 In addition, psychopathic leadership has been documented to have strong associations with abusive 

supervision practices and elevated employee turnover rates (Schyns et al., 2018). Such environments contribute 

to psychological distress among employees, ultimately destabilizing the workforce and increasing the costs 

associated with recruitment and training. Moreover, Machiavellian leaders are identified as individuals who 
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prioritize their gains over collective organizational goals, thereby cultivating toxic work environments 

characterized by distrust and low employee morale.  

 The implications of these findings are profound, suggesting that while leaders with Dark Triad traits may 

navigate the complexities of organizational dynamics with apparent skill, their long-term impact on organizational 

health is generally negative. Such insights underline the necessity for organizations to adopt thorough evaluation 

methods for leadership selection processes, ensuring a focus on immediate performance metrics and the broader 

consequences of leadership styles over time. 

 

Impact on Followers and Organizations 
            Empirical studies have consistently illustrated the significant adverse effects associated with leadership 

characterized by the Dark Triad personality traits narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy on employee 

well-being and motivation. These studies indicate that employees operating under the influence of leaders with 

high Dark Triad scores experience heightened burnout and emotional exhaustion, alongside marked reductions in 

job satisfaction and organizational commitment (Elbers et al., 2023; Mathieu et al., 2013).  

 Utilizing the framework of Self-Determination Theory (Rigby & Ryan, 2018), it becomes evident that 

Dark Triad leaders systematically undermine employees' basic psychological needs, namely, autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. This obstruction is frequently manifested through controlling behaviors, such as 

micromanagement, and through unfair criticism, which can erode self-esteem and intrinsic motivation (Spain et 

al., 2013). As a result, employees may find themselves demotivated, disengaged, and less likely to contribute 

positively to the organizational environment. 

 The organizational ramifications of such detrimental leadership extend beyond individual well-being, 

leading to a cascade of adverse outcomes, including increased instances of counterproductive work behaviors, 

elevated turnover rates, and significant reputational damage to the organization. Longitudinal studies have 

documented a concerning decline in workplace morale correlated with leaders exhibiting high Dark Triad traits. 

These studies reveal further consequences, including a notable increase in workplace bullying, a decrease in 

overall revenue, and diminished employee commitment and creativity when compared to organizations led by 

individuals with more constructive and transformational leadership styles (Volmer et al., 2016).  

 The evidence overwhelmingly suggests that the influence of Dark Triad leadership not only undermines 

individual employee experiences but also poses substantial risks to overall organizational health and performance, 

necessitating a critical examination of leadership selection and development practices within organizations. 

 

Theoretical Framework Integration 
            Various theoretical frameworks provide a comprehensive understanding of how Dark Triad traits, namely 

narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, affect leadership outcomes and, subsequently, organizational 

dynamics.  

 Self-determination theory (SDT), as articulated by Rigby and Ryan (2018), posits that the fulfillment of 

essential psychological needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness is crucial for fostering intrinsic motivation 

and well-being among employees. Dark Triad traits can significantly obstruct these intrinsic needs; for instance, 

narcissistic leaders may prioritize their self-interests over team cohesion, resulting in a stifling environment that 

undermines employee autonomy and competence. In this context, the behaviors typical of leaders embodying 

these traits can lead to a detrimental work environment wherein employees may feel disempowered and 

disengaged. 

 Social Exchange Theory (SET) further elucidates the interpersonal dynamics influenced by Dark Triad 

characteristics. Elbers et al. (2023) illustrate that manipulative behaviors often associated with these traits, such 

as deception and exploitation, can cultivate an atmosphere of mistrust and imbalance in reciprocal relationships 

within the workplace. This erosion of trust diminishes morale and hampers collaborative efforts, ultimately 

leading to a decline in overall organizational effectiveness. 

 The Conservation of Resources Theory (COR), as discussed by Schyns et al. (2018), emphasizes the 

significance of preserving psychological resources within the workplace. Leaders exhibiting exploitative 

behaviors can precipitate a depletion of these vital resources among employees. Such leadership approaches 

contribute to chronic stress and a heightened vulnerability to burnout, which can result in deleterious effects on 

both employee well-being and organizational productivity. 

 Moreover, Affective Events Theory (AET) offers critical insights into the emotional ramifications of 

leadership styles characterized by Dark Triad traits. Elbers et al. (2023) argue that negative behaviors associated 

with these traits can trigger adverse emotional responses among employees. This emotional distress can manifest 

in lower levels of engagement and diminished productivity, as employees may experience feelings of frustration, 

anxiety, or even hopelessness in response to a toxic leadership environment. 

 These theoretical frameworks elucidate how Dark Triad traits can profoundly disrupt workplace 

dynamics, hinder employee satisfaction, and ultimately compromise organizational effectiveness. Understanding 
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these frameworks is essential for developing strategies to mitigate the negative impacts of such leadership styles 

and promote healthier workplace environments. 

 

Moderating Factors and Evidence-Based Interventions 
            Research has increasingly highlighted the multifaceted nature of leadership and the various factors that 

modulate the impact of Dark Triad traits, namely, narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy in 

organizational settings. One significant finding is that organizational culture serves as a critical buffer against the 

potentially deleterious effects of these traits on leadership effectiveness (Volmer et al., 2016). Specifically, 

organizations with a strong ethical framework and deeply ingrained principles tend to mitigate the negative 

implications of Dark Triad behaviors. This underscores the importance of cultivating an environment where 

ethical leadership is encouraged and reinforced through organizational norms and practices. 

 Furthermore, industry characteristics and prevailing economic conditions substantially shape Dark Triad 

behaviors’ expression and resultant impact. For example, high-stakes industries may amplify the visibility and 

effects of these traits, whereas more collaborative sectors may exhibit resistance to such leadership styles 

(Dağistan, 2023; Schyns et al., 2018). This suggests that contextual factors must be considered when evaluating 

the influence of Dark Triad traits on leadership dynamics. 

 In addition to organizational and contextual factors, follower characteristics are pivotal in determining 

the susceptibility to influence exerted by Dark Triad leaders. Traits such as psychological capital encompassing 

self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience, along with core self-evaluations referring to an individual's self-

esteem, self-efficacy, and emotional stability, can significantly modulate the effects of detrimental leadership 

styles (Elbers et al., 2023). This indicates that followers' differences are crucial in perceiving and reacting to 

leaders exhibiting Dark Triad traits. 

 Evidence-based interventions have been proposed to combat the potential adverse effects of these traits. 

One such strategy involves refining leader selection processes by integrating validated personality assessments 

and structured interviews that focus on identifying traits associated with the Dark Triad (Volmer et al., 2016; 

Spain et al., 2013). This approach aims to minimize the risk of selecting leaders who may not align with the 

organization’s ethical standards. 

 Moreover, leadership development programs emphasizing ethical decision-making and emotional 

intelligence have demonstrated promise in counteracting the manifestations of Dark Triad behaviors (Schyns et 

al., 2018; Luthans et al., 2008). By fostering skills that promote a greater awareness of ethical implications and 

enhance interpersonal effectiveness, such programs can empower leaders to navigate the complexities of their 

roles more effectively. 

 Lastly, establishing robust accountability systems and promoting transparency within organizational 

cultures are essential strategies that can help deter Dark Triad-related leadership practices. By creating a 

framework where leaders are answerable for their actions and decisions, organizations can cultivate an atmosphere 

that discourages unethical behaviors and fosters employee trust. Collectively, these interventions present a 

comprehensive framework for addressing the challenges posed by Dark Triad traits in leadership and promoting 

healthier organizational outcomes. 

 

III. Conclusion 
 This systematic review consolidates existing knowledge regarding the manifestation of Dark Triad traits, 

namely narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy in organizational leadership and their associated impacts. 

While leadership characterized by these traits may yield short-term gains in performance and authority, substantial 

empirical evidence indicates that long-term negative repercussions for employee well-being and overall 

organizational health frequently overshadow such advantages.  

 Organizations must implement evidence-based leadership selection and development methods, 

prioritizing ethical standards and accountability in their processes. Future research should identify the mechanisms 

by which Dark Triad traits shape leadership effectiveness and influence organizational dynamics. Furthermore, 

developing targeted intervention strategies to mitigate these traits' adverse effects on organizational culture and 

employee morale is crucial for fostering healthier workplace environments. 
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