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ABSTRACT:
In the last decades, most of the literature related to
leadership has been oriented to describe leadership
from a positive approach, showing its favourable
effects. However, the dark side has been
understudied. The aim of this study is to analyze the
dark side of leadership in relation to its supposed
counterpart bright side. We conclude that there is a
thin edge between both sides, discussing the need for
more empirical research to identify their limits,
convergences and shared features.
Keywords: Dark side of leadership, bright side of
leadership, dark triad of personality.

RESUMEN:
En las últimas décadas, la mayor parte de la literatura
relacionada con el liderazgo se ha orientado a
describir el liderazgo desde un enfoque positivo,
mostrando sus efectos favorables. Sin embargo, el
lado oscuro ha sido poco estudiado. El objetivo de
este estudio es analizar el lado oscuro del liderazgo
en relación con su supuesto lado brillante. Concluimos
que hay un estrecho borde entre ambos lados,
discutiendo la necesidad de desarrollar más
investigación empírica que permita identificar sus
límites, convergencias y características compartidas.
Palabras clave: Lado oscuro del liderazgo, lado
brillante del liderazgo, tríada oscura de la
personalidad

1. Introduction
Leadership is a term commonly viewed from a positive perspective. It is understood as
something that companies need to achieve high standards of performance promoting their
growth and competitiveness. In this same line, the notion of being a leader has been mainly
related to CEOs, managers and supervisors that influence favorably on others
(followers/subordinates) to achieve organizational goals (Macarie, 2007). Under this
framework, most of the scientific literature developed in this field of knowledge has shown
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leadership as a “positive force” as it was called (Bligh, Kohles, Pearce, Justin, & Stovall,
2007).  However, there is another face of leadership, a dark side less studied but not
because of that less important. During the last decades important findings have
demonstrated that the so-called dark side of leadership is a complex phenomenon that
should be understood more deeply due to supposed negative effects on employees,
companies and society in general. Sometimes it is not easy to identify these leaders in
organizations because contrary to what might be expected, some effective leaders who fit
well within the characteristics of a transformational or charismatic leader may have a hidden
dark side, hidden even for themselves. The purpose of this paper is to discuses this
phenomenon from the personal characteristics and organizational effects according to the
literature.

2. The dark leaders
The dark side of leadership is the other face of the traditional leadership notion, which had
acquired different nominations such as aversive leadership or the destructive force in
organizations (Bligh et al., 2007), destructive leadership (Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad,
2007), abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000), and toxic leaders (Lipman-Blumen, 2008) among
others. As can be seen, this approach can be applied to the person that exerts leadership in
organizations and to the conditions or processes that this type of leaders generate and
promote. From a wide perspective, dark managers or supervisors are destructive and use
harmful strategies to influence their subordinates or followers (Krasikova, Green, &
LeBreton, 2013). These leaders tend to be abusive and have hostile both verbal and non-
verbal behaviors (Tepper, 2000).
Understanding why people behave like this in organizations implies to consider the individual
factors that underlie such behaviors. As any human behavior, leadership and the way to be
exerted involves the whole individuality of the person. This is to say, the emotions, the
cognitions, the perceptions about itself and about others, previous experiences, values,
knowledge, competences, self-esteem and personality traits among others. From this
individual approach, the personality of leaders has received more attention.
Although some authors have related dark leaders to an antisocial personality disorder
(Goldman, 2006), most researchers in this area have studied the personality traits of these
leaders with the so-called dark triad of personality which is composed by three traits: 1)
narcissism, 2) Machiavellianism and 3) psychopathy (Paulhus & Williams, 2002).
Narcissism is a trait characterized by a sense of superiority, arrogance, lack of sensitivity,
vanity, grandiosity, hostility, absence of empathy (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), elevated level
of self-admiration, self-absorption, entitlement and hostility (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006).
Because of this trait narcissistic individuals usually keep poor interpersonal relationships
mainly due to the absence of empathy and the tendency to manipulate others seeking their
own interest (Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009). According to Alvinius, Johansson and
Larsson (2016), narcissistic individuals tend to exert a negative leadership in any
organization and even in organizations where conditions are optimal. Likewise, leaders with
this trait are more likely to overestimate their own effectiveness as a leader increasing the
risk for companies (Grijalva, Harms, Newman, Gaddis, & Fraley, 2015) which could be
explained by their elevated level of self-love and their beliefs that they are unique, special
and worthy of admiration, they feel different from others and view others as inferiors to
themselves (Judge et al., 2009). Narcissistic leaders tend to participate in conversations
where their own self-image is enhanced, however they are very skilled to adapt their self-
centered nature to keep a positive impression in front of others (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).
Machiavellianism on its part is a trait related to manipulation, leaders with this characteristic
feel the necessity to exert control over others and abuse their power (Judge et al., 2009).
Machiavellian leaders give little importance to moral and pro-social values in their acts
(Becker & O'Hair, 2007) and tend to be dishonest to keep their power showing a kind of
emotional detachment towards others (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Machiavellians leaders
aspire to reach high positions in companies and desire to have a formal authority resulting in
a high motivation to become a leader, something that could become their personal goal.



Machiavellian leaders are prone to think strategically and have the ability to handle power in
companies or political organizations (Mael, Waldman, & Mulqueen, 2001).
Finally, the psychopathy trait is related to the inability to genuinely experience emotions,
egocentrism, impulsiveness, irresponsibility, lack of empathy or guilt, to the tendency to
manipulate and avoidance of following social norms (Hare & Neumann, 2008). Because of
these features, these leaders are emotionally unstable and sometimes are engaged with
antisocial behaviors showing an absence of empathy joined with high impulsiveness
(Douglas, Bore, & Munro, 2012). Psychopathy is particularly harmful because the individual
that possesses this trait seems to be sincere and charismatic but internally they lack a stable
personality structure. Furthermore, previous findings have demonstrated that the dark triad
is related to other well-founded models of personality such as the five-factor model (Douglas
et al., 2012). (Figure 1).

Figure 1
Relationships among dark triad and personality factor

3. Dark and Bright Leaders: Are they really two
opposite sides?
Despite the existence of clear characteristics that differentiate dark leaders from bright
leaders, there are some closely related features that are hardly distinguishable. These traits
are empirically overlapped but theoretically separable (Hart & Hare, 1998) and can appear in
some dark and non-dark leaders in an independent way. In fact, some bright leaders could
have in some extent some of these traits. According to recent meta-analytics, narcissism is
related to the emergence of leadership in general terms and maybe due to this people tend
to be more extroverted (Grijalva et al., 2015). Additionally, there is some evidence although
limited, that psychopathy is also associated to leadership behaviors (Westerlaken, & Woods,
2013), in fact, leaders with this trait could not be recognized as psychopaths and usually
reach high-level positions (Mullins-Sweatt, Glover, Derefinko, Miller, & Widiger, 2010).
Likewise, Machiavellian leaders seem to have the natural power to influence their followers
to achieve their personal goals although they abuse their position or formal authority given
by the organization (Goldberg, 1999).
In some cases, dark leaders pretend to be transformational and seem to be charismatic but
contrary to this “bright style of leadership”, they are dominant, aggressive, exploit, threat



others, punish and manipulate their followers for their own personal interests (Conger, 1990;
Sankowsky, 1995). Contrary to transformational leadership, these leaders are less likely to
produce positive effects such as inspiration, guidance and mentoring on their followers
(Barrett et al., 2009). Thus, it is interesting to notice that such behaviors related to the dark
triad can be present quite often in companies, however, people in the workplace could not
able to recognize these patterns of behaviors as harmful. In this way, it is likely to find
companies where their leaders show high superiority and dominance (linked to narcissism),
they are eloquent, charismatic and manipulative (Linked to Machiavellianism), showing
insensibility, impulsiveness and an absence of empathy (Linked to psychopathy) (Boddy,
2010; Galperin, Bennett, & Aquino, 2010; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006).Therefore these
leaders tend to be perceived by others as good communicators, creative and with a high
ability to think strategically (Babiak, Neumann, & Hare, 2010). It is because of this that
these leaders can effectively function in different occupations and usually reach high-level
positions without being recognized as psychopaths (Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010).
Recently Tourish (2013) asserted that transformational leadership could have two sides: a
bright one and a dark one. Li and Yuan (2017) suggests that the effects of these two sides
are opposed and that the negative effect of the dark side will suppress the positive effect of
bright side. The main premise that supports this idea is that charisma, the main feature of
transformational leadership is potentially prone to boastfulness, self-admiration, excessive
power, self-importance, self-admiration, superiority, self-centeredness, with the need for
success and the denial of criticism (Villiers, 2014). Following this same line, Palmer, Walls,
Burgess, and Stough (2001) asserted that these leaders could be called pseudo-
transformational because of their ability to handle their emotions and those of others for
obtaining personal goals according to their own convenience. This ability has been
demonstrated as significantly correlated to Idealized Influence and Inspirational Motivation
behaviors, other central characteristics of transformational leadership. These findings could
demonstrate that it would be wrong to put a marked limit between the bright and the dark
face of leadership as well as its effectiveness on organizational results.
Regarding these last issues there is an important debate because the results obtained from
empirical researches have not been conclusive. To consider that bright traits are good
whereas dark traits are bad seems to be a simple approach taking into account that the
effect of personality traits on organizations is quite complex (Smith, Hill, Wallace, Recendes,
& Judge, 2018). Thus, some authors have found that the organizational outcomes of dark
leaders tend to be poor because they lack management skills which may lead them to
exercise a passive leadership causing an important damage not only for the companies that
they lead but to their employees producing huge emotional and economic costs (Barrett et
al., 2009). In addition, an organizational environment characterized by cynicism joined to
scarce support from the leaders, produces more emotional fatigue in employees, diminishing
their loyalty to the company (Akbaş, Durak, Cetin, & Karkin, 2018).
Following this same line, high levels of Machiavellianism have shown a positive relationship
to supervisor abuse (Wisse and Sleebos, 2016) and decreasing creativity in groups (Golec de
Zavala, Cichocka, & Iskra-Golec, 2013). Likewise, abusive supervision by managers affects
creativity in employees (Liu, Liao, & Loi, 2012). However, other studies have found that
some traits of this triad could be favourable for organizations, except for psychopathy, which
has demonstrated to be an important predictor of antisocial behavior (Paulhus & Williams,
2002) and the most destructive trait of the whole triad (McKee, Waples, & Tullis, 2017).
For example, high levels of narcissism as a trait of the dark side of leadership could be
adaptive under certain circumstances (Petrenko, Aime, Ridge, & Hill, 2016). These leaders
usually emerge in moments of uncertainty because they tend to be perceived as confident
by the stakeholders, which help them to reach high positions (Smith et al., 2018). Contrary
to what is expected, narcissistic leaders are usually involved in activities related to corporate
social responsibility maybe because they receive attention by doing that and this makes
them more influential. (Petrenko et al., 2016). Thus, despite their self-interest to achieve
their own goals, narcissistic leaders may be beneficial to their organizations (Smith et al.,
2018). Machiavellian leaders on their part are flexible and have the ability to manage
successfully structured and non-structured tasks. They even could be perceived as



charismatic by their followers (Drory & Gluskinos, 1980). In addition, they are able to
develop strategies composed of a wide sort of influential tactics to make connections and
achieve some type of power that allows them to acquire resources promoting the
organizational goals (Dingler-Duhon & Brown, 1987). 
Furthermore, some authors have demonstrated that the bright side is not always beneficial
for organizations, in fact, high levels of “bright traits” in leaders, such as being extremely
conscientious could in some situations negatively influence the organizational outcomes
(Carter, Guan, Maples, Williamson, & Miller, 2015). Additionally, Volmer, Koch, & Göritz
(2016) found that the dark triad of leadership has bright and dark sides that exert influence
on the careers of employees and their perceived well-being.  According to the results of this
study, narcissism is the brightest trait of the dark triad because it positively affects the
perception of success in the employees´ careers in both objective and subjective criteria,
without negative effects on the well-being of the subordinates. On the other hand, leaders
with Machiavellianism and psychopathy showed an adverse effect on the success on the
career of the followers and their well-being (Figure 2). These results support previous
findings where Machiavellianism and psychopathy were the darker traits of the triad
(Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013).

Figure 2
Relationship among leader dark triad and follower’s work conditions.

So far there is not enough knowledge about the interaction between the bright and dark
traits of personality (Smith et al., 2018), neither how the different combinations of the dark
and bright traits are related to leadership behaviors nor their effects on employees and
organizational outcomes. It is very important to conduct more research oriented to
understand in a deep way the dark and bright sides of leadership (or gray scales?).
Increasing our knowledge on this topic may have important implications for both researchers
and practitioners.
Finally, it is important to consider the influence of these traits of personality to the nascent
successful companies. In some cases, these traits that allow entrepreneurs being successful
in their companies can become a source of destruction due to the individual needs of the
entrepreneurs that can compromise the longevity of the company (Kets deVries, 1985).
These internal needs involve the confrontation with risk, entrepreneurial stress and
entrepreneurial ego among others (Kuratko, 2007). This issue should be studied more; the
current knowledge about these personality traits and corporate success is scarce.



4. Followers and workplace in the dark side of
leadership
Leadership is a process that involves leaders and followers. Studying the dark side of
leadership implies to understand it from the follower´s side, how the leaders’ behavior is
supported. In other words, the emergence of leadership styles requires the follower´s
dispositions. Thus, traits of leaders and followers can combine to produce a negative effect
and so the dark side of leadership could affect the organizational outcomes. To have a dark
follower could increase the devastating effect (Clements & Washbush, 1999).  In this order
of ideas, it is very important to consider that not all counter-productive behavior comes only
from leaders and that there are followers with a negative trait (Clements & Washbush,
1999).
If there is something dysfunctional in the personality of leaders then we can expect that it
also affects followers. Due to this, leadership is a dynamic process that involves the
relationship between leaders and followers so it is very important to study the role of the
followers in the dark side of leadership. Clements and Washbush (1999) asserted that
followers could decrease the synergy produced in the interaction between leaders and
followers. Furthermore, followers could in some way, desire and reinforce the practices of
dark leaders although without being aware that these behaviors could be adverse. In this
regard, McKee et al. (2017) found that the psychopathy of followers – not in
Machiavellianism nor Narcissism - leads to the desire for dark leaders. According to this
study, psychopathy is the strongest predictor of accepting the behavior of leaders with high
traits of psychopathy. These findings point out the importance of studying the followers’
position regarding this dark leadership; something about which we do not have enough
knowledge yet.
Regarding the workplace it can be asserted that negative leadership can be seen as a
destructive way to lead. These leaders give priority to organizational goals they want to
achieve even if these goals are destructive or are not coherent with the interests of the
company (Krasikova et al., 2013). Although negative leadership could be seen as a result of
the interaction between contextual and individual characteristics, it could be asserted that
extremely greedy organizations are usually led by negative leaders (Alvinius et al., 2016).
As a result, negative organizations are characterized by a lack of confidence in the
organization, weak linkage between employees and their company, selfishness, tough stance
towards workers, discrimination, bullying, anxiety, security risks, cuts in resources, over-
demand in tasks and compromise the psychological and physical resources of employees
among others (Alvinius et al., 2016).
Although it can be assumed that dark leadership exerts negative effects on organization
outcomes and their employees showing a negative relationship with work success (Furnham,
Trickey, & Hyde, 2012), although Judge and LePine (2007) asserted that some undesirable
traits of the personality could have positive implications, in fact, some authors have found
that these traits are positively related to leadership success (Bollaert & Petit, 2010; Ouimet,
2010; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Recently Jonason, Wee, Li, and Jackson (2014) found
that the dark triad traits involved psychological mechanisms that may be beneficial under
some circumstances. As can be seen, this issue needs to be better understood because there
is no academic consensus in this regard.
Finally, results show that perceptions of aversive or abusive leadership are negatively related
to the job satisfaction of followers, (Bligh et al., 2007; Tepper, 2000; Bruck, Allen, & Spector,
2002) higher turnover, more psychological distress and more work-family conflict (Tepper,
2000), decreasing the employee work performance (Harris, Kacmar, & Zivnuska, 2007).

5. Conclusions
The dark side of leadership is a less common approach to leadership in the organizational
field of knowledge. Due to its implications on employees, organizational processes and
successful companies, this topic should be further studied providing empirical evidences.



Supported in the literature, it can be asserted that the so-called “dark side” of leadership is
not as simple as it was but on the contrary, it is a complex phenomenon, whose effects are
not always completely negative. There is no academic consensus yet about the effects of
negative leaders neither in companies nor employees. Likewise, as any process related to
leadership, followers/collaborators and situations should be studied in order to understand
the dark side of leadership because its emergence in companies and its effects depend on
them.
It is interesting to notice that a more recent approach of this topic proposed that there is no
clear line that divides the “dark” and “bright” sides of leadership but there is a blurry and
thin edge. Thus, the dark side may have a brighter and darker side instead of being just
black and white. This finding offers a new perspective that should be studied, considering
these phenomena a scale of grays. In fact, transformational leadership considered one of the
most “bright styles” of leadership could also have its own dark side and nobody in
companies notices this negative connotation. Even more, in some cases these leaders have
being called pseudo-transformational but in other cases they can be transformational with a
dark side. This issue in particular should be studied deeply due to the current “popularity” of
this leadership style in the business field.
According to the literature the dark traits are related in a natural way to the emergence of
leadership, this being understood as an influential process. However, psychopathy seems to
be the darker trait. Narcissism and Machiavellianism may have their own brighter side
showing favorable effects related to the effectiveness of leadership. Nevertheless,
Psychopathic and Machiavellian traits have a double fold that should be identified and
controlled in both leaders and followers. Likewise, it’s important to identify which
organizational conditions promote and support the dark side of leadership in order to
diminish or avoid its negative effects.
In sum, studying leaders and their characteristics is still necessary, as well as to understand
how these traits from the so-called dark triad of personality affect and are influenced by
other organizational variables such as the personality of followers. (i.e. psychopathic
followers tend to prefer darker leaders and followers with a high-power necessity tend to be
Machiavellian for obtaining promotions). As it was documented there is a “dark triangle”
(traits of leaders, characteristics of followers and environmental conditions) that support and
maintain this leadership exerting influence on the followers, the organizational environment,
the stakeholders in general, the outcomes of companies, the organizational success and
society as a whole.
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