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How to Mitigate Destructive Leadership
Human Resources Practices That Mitigate Dark Triad 

Leaders’ Destructive Tendencies

Birgit Schyns, Iris K. Gauglitz, Barbara Wisse, and Astrid Schütz

Lately, the interest in destructive leadership is booming. Perhaps the nu-
merous scandals in organizations, ranging from bullying to sexual harass-
ment, have highlighted that the effects of destructive leadership on individual 
followers can be quite severe. Destructive leadership has, for instance, been 
shown to be positively related to follower job tension, emotional exhaustion 
and depression, resistance, and workplace deviance, and it is negatively related 
to follower organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and well- being (see 
Mackey et al., 2017; Schyns & Schilling, 2013). Given the deleterious effects of 
destructive leadership on followers, seeking insight into how it comes about 
and what can be done to lessen its prevalence is of paramount importance.

One main driver of destructive leadership is a leader’s personality. Traits 
that are especially relevant in that case are the so- called dark traits. Thus, 
our focus in this chapter is on the Dark Triad personality traits: narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy (Jones & Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus & 
Williams, 2002). While these traits differ in many respects, common char-
acteristics are selfishness (Jonason et al., 2009), willingness to exploit others 
(Lee & Ashton, 2014), lack of empathy (Heym et al., 2019), and disagreeable-
ness (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Perhaps unsurprisingly, Dark Triad leaders 
are considered to be more likely to engage in destructive leadership than 
other kinds of leaders (e.g., Wisse & Sleebos, 2016).

However, to tackle the problem of destructive leadership, we argue that 
one cannot point to leaders and followers alone in addressing this problem. 
Instead, we take the perspective that destructive leadership in organizations 
can be seen as a systemic problem that develops out of an interaction be-
tween leaders and followers in a certain social context (Padilla et al., 2007). 
Thus, we argue that destructive leadership can be addressed from a systemic 
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252 Overcoming Bad Leadership

perspective and that interventions to stop this problem can be taken on var-
ious levels. In particular, we argue that organizations can develop and estab-
lish systems, practices, and protocols that are effective in protecting their 
employees from being exposed to destructive leadership. Indeed, if the so-
cial context co- determines the development of destructive leadership, the 
organization itself (as being the main aspect of the social context) may be 
accountable for its role in the development and mitigation of destructive 
leadership. We argue that the organization’s HR management team may be 
best suited to address the problem of destructive leadership. As a matter of 
fact, the role of HR professionals is to ensure that an organization’s human 
capital (its employees) is being protected, nurtured, and supported through 
the creation and management of programs, policies, and procedures, and by 
fostering a positive work environment (Noe et al., 2020).

In this chapter, we discuss the role of HR practices as potential buffers be-
tween Dark Triad leaders and their behavior toward followers. We will first 
describe the traits subsumed under the term Dark Triad. We will then review 
the evidence for the relationship between Dark Triad traits and destructive 
leadership. Finally, we will examine the role that HR practices can play in 
reducing the relationship between Dark Triad traits and the tendency to per-
form destructive leadership. Figure 13.1 depicts the theoretical model that 
we use as a guide for this chapter.

Dark Triad: Definitions and Overview

The Dark Triad consists of three personality traits: narcissism, Machia-
vellianism, and psychopathy (Jones & Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus & Williams, 

Leader’s Dark Triad:
Machiavelliansim,

psychopathy, narcissism

Destructive leadership
(e.g., abusive

supervision, petty tyranny,
harassment)

HR practices:
Recruitment and promotion, career development and

training, disciplinary actions, performance appraisal and
feedback systems, complaints system

Figure 13.1 HR practices as buffers between Dark Triad leaders and destructive 
leadership
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Mitigating Destructive Leadership 253

2002). The three dark traits have in common that they are individual 
differences describing the “tendency to maximize one’s individual utility— 
disregarding, accepting, or malevolently provoking disutility for others— 
accompanied by beliefs that serve as justifications” (Moshagen et al., 2018, 
p. 1). Empirically, research found that the Dark Triad traits are interrelated 
with correlations ranging from .25 to .59 (with the correlation between 
narcissism and Machiavellianism being the lowest; e.g., Muris et al., 2017; 
O’Boyle et al., 2012; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). However, the Dark Triad 
traits also differ from each other and have unique characteristics.

The concept of narcissism goes back to the ancient Greek tale about 
Narcissus, who fell in love with his own reflection (see, for instance, Ovid’s 
“Metamorphoses” as a historical tradition). The main characteristic of nar-
cissism is a strong sense of entitlement (e.g., Raskin & Terry, 1988). More 
specifically, narcissism is a:

self- absorbed, self- aggrandizing, vanity- prone, arrogant, dominant, and 
manipulative interpersonal orientation. Narcissists are preoccupied with 
their own sense of specialness and importance, and with fantasies of power, 
beauty, and acclaim. They manifest low levels of empathy, shame, or guilt, 
while boasting about their ability, thinking of themselves as exceptional or 
unique, demanding adulation, lashing out at rivals, and not shying away 
from interpersonal, business, or political brawls. (Sedikides & Campbell, 
2017, p. 400)

Narcissism as a personality disorder is an issue in clinical psychology, but 
there is also narcissism as a personality trait that is more or less normally dis-
tributed and can be observed in workplace settings (e.g., Miller & Campbell, 
2008). As our focus is on narcissism in leadership among the working popu-
lation, and in line with other research into narcissism in the workplace (e.g., 
Judge et al., 2006), we focus on the subclinical trait for narcissism rather than 
narcissistic personality disorder in this chapter.

The term Machiavellianism is used for manipulative personalities 
(Christie & Geis, 1970) and has been defined as “a strategy of social con-
duct that involves manipulating others for personal gain” (Christie & Geis, 
1970, p. 285). Machiavellians1 can be characterized by their duplicitous 

 1 To improve the flow of the text, we refer to narcissists, Machiavellians, and psychopaths even 
though the research we are citing and our own considerations refer to a continuous personality 
variable.
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254 Overcoming Bad Leadership

interpersonal style, their cynical disregard for morality, and their focus on 
self- interest. Schyns et al. (2019) connected Machiavellianism to strategic ac-
tion and goal- oriented manipulation. Interestingly, it has been argued that 
Machiavellianism— more than the other Dark Triad traits— is influenced by 
the environment a person is situated in and denotes an adjustment to this en-
vironment (Vernon et al., 2008).

Finally, psychopathy is often considered the darkest of the Dark Triad 
traits (Paulhus, 2014). Its characteristics include impulsivity and antisocial 
behaviors (behavioral deviance) as well as low empathy, anxiety, and feelings 
of remorse. Various conceptualizations of psychopathy exist; some of them 
suggest that it is unitary in nature (e.g., in the context of the Short Dark Triad 
assessment; Jones & Paulhus, 2014), but others postulate a multidimensional 
structure (Lilienfeld et al., 2014; Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013). For instance, it 
has been argued that psychopathy consists of disinhibition, boldness, and 
meanness as main facets (Patrick & Drislane, 2015; Patrick et al., 2009), but it 
has also been proposed that psychopathy can be seen as a constellation of the 
dimensions interpersonal manipulation, criminal tendencies, erratic life-
style, and callous affect (Williams et al., 2007). As with narcissism, we review 
work on subclinical psychopathy in the workplace rather than the respective 
personality disorder. Interestingly, as early as in 1941 Cleckley mentioned 
psychopathy in the workplace. Nevertheless, only recently has the interest in 
psychopathy in the workplace increased considerably (for an overview see 
Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013).

Research on the impact that those scoring high on the Dark Triad traits 
may have on organizational functioning highlights negative, harmful effects 
(e.g., Cohen, 2016; O’Boyle et al., 2012; Ying & Cohen, 2018). Both leaders 
(Braun, 2017) and followers (Schyns et al., 2019) who are characterized by 
Dark Triad traits can cause substantial damage for fellow employees (Schyns 
et al., 2019), followers (e.g., Braun, 2017; Mathieu & Babiak, 2016), and the 
organization as a whole (e.g., Babiak et al., 2010; Chatterjee & Hambrick, 
2007; Kish- Gephart et al., 2010). Notably, it has been argued that dark per-
sonalities are more prevalent in leadership positions than what is to be ex-
pected based on their prevalence in the general population, arguably because 
of their interest in leadership positions, their need for power, and their social 
dominance orientation (Boddy, 2011; Grijalva et al., 2015; Jones & Figueredo, 
2013; Landay et al., 2019).

In the following, we will review the evidence for the relationship between 
Dark Triad personality and different types of destructive leadership behavior.
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Mitigating Destructive Leadership 255

Dark Triad and Destructive Leadership

In line with Padilla et al. (2007), we view destructive leadership as a ho-
listic process that involves three key elements: leaders, followers, and envir-
onments (a.k.a. the toxic triangle). Destructive leadership has occurred 
if leaders, in conjunction with followers and contexts, ultimately bring 
misfortune and harm to their constituents (including internal and ex-
ternal stakeholders) and damage the organizations in which they work.2 
Destructive leadership is not the same as destructive leader behavior, but 
destructive leader behaviors are an important signpost to detect destruc-
tive leadership. In the context of this chapter, we will focus solely on a spe-
cific form of destructive leadership: leader behavior targeted at followers. 
Similar to other conceptualizations of destructive leadership (e.g., Schyns 
& Schilling, 2013), we exclude general negative leader behaviors, such as 
counterproductive work behavior (see Cohen, 2016), as well as destructive 
behavior aimed at the organization (e.g., Einarsen et al., 2007). Therefore, 
for the current purpose, we define destructive leadership as voluntary acts 
(committed by a person in a leadership, supervisory, or managerial position) 
that most people would perceive as harmful and deviant toward followers 
and that can either be physical or verbal, active or passive, direct or indirect 
(also see Thoroughgood et al., 2012). Notably, the term “destructive leader-
ship” is not considered to apply to individuals who act in a harmful fashion 
only once or twice or who make an honest but stupid mistake that has nega-
tive consequences for followers. For leadership to be labeled as destructive, 
it must be seen as volitional, systematic, and repeated over a period of time. 
In the literature, different concepts denoting destructive leadership can be 
found, such as destructive leadership (Einarsen et al., 2007), abusive super-
vision (Tepper, 2000), toxic leadership (Lipman- Blumen, 2005), or petty tyr-
anny (Ashforth, 1994).

Previous research has shown that leaders’ personality traits are predictors 
of their leadership styles (Judge et al., 2002). However, as Schyns et al. (2018) 
outline, leaders’ negative traits and behaviors have been less in the focus of 
theory and practice, leading to several potential problems, namely:

 2 While some employers might think that Dark Triad personalities can help them achieve cer-
tain goals in their organization, Sutton (2007) strongly advises against falling into this trap by 
highlighting the dangers of “one bad apple.” O’Reilly et al. (2021) highlight the effects of narcissists on 
making their organization’s culture less collaborative and less characterized by integrity, empirically 
supporting this claim.
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256 Overcoming Bad Leadership

(1) It may have opened the door for people with negative traits and char-
acteristics (or with a surplus of positive ones) to enter the leadership 
arena; (2) It may have distracted from developing interventions aimed at 
decreasing negative leader behaviors or leadership processes; (3) It may 
have led to a general lack of understanding of the phenomenon of destruc-
tive or negative leaders and leadership. (Schyns et al., 2018, p. 190)

We argue that a focus on the relationship between negative leader traits (such 
as the Dark Triad traits) and destructive leadership is warranted given that 
the communality between the three Dark Triad traits is “a socially malevo-
lent character with behavior tendencies toward self- promotion, emotional 
coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness” (Paulhus & Williams, 2002, p. 557). 
Especially the reference to aggression hints at possible destructive leadership 
behaviors toward followers. Indeed, the Dark Triad traits have been found to 
predict subordinate mistreatment (Kiazad et al., 2010; Krasikova et al., 2013; 
Wisse & Sleebos, 2016). In the following, we summarize research on each of 
the Dark Triad traits and (destructive) leadership.

The leadership ratings of narcissists appear to go down with time (Ong 
et al., 2016). This is likely due to their tendency toward interpersonal antago-
nism (Leckelt et al., 2015), their lack of empathy for others, and the belief that 
others are inferior to them (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 
2006). In sum, narcissists are not necessarily effective leaders (Grijalva et al., 
2015). In terms of the relationship between narcissism and destructive leader-
ship, the results seem mixed. Wisse and Sleebos (2016) found no relationship 
between leader narcissism and abusive supervision when controlling for the 
other Dark Triad traits. Likewise, Nevicka et al. (2018) found no main effects 
of leader narcissism on follower- perceived abusive supervision in two studies. 
They found positive relationships between leader narcissism and follower- 
perceived abusive supervision only for followers with low self- esteem and low 
core self- evaluations. However, increased perceptions of abusive supervision 
may well be due to a heightened likelihood of reporting negative instances 
instead of a genuine increase in abusive behavior of supervisors. In contrast, 
Waldman et al. (2018) found a positive association between leader narcissism 
and abusive supervision. This mixed pattern of results may be explained by 
the fact that narcissists engage in aggressive behaviors mainly toward those 
who threaten their ego— for instance, individuals who provide them with 
negative feedback. Left unprovoked, narcissists are not particularly likely to 
display aggression (Jones & Neria, 2015; Jones & Paulhus, 2010).
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Mitigating Destructive Leadership 257

Machiavellians may be more likely than narcissists to engage in destruc-
tive leadership. It has been argued that Machiavellians tend to value ex-
pediency over relationships and, as such, have little difficulty in choosing 
personal gain over the interests of others (Sakalaki et al., 2007; Wilson 
et al., 1996). Because Machiavellians regard others as means to their own 
ends (Burris et al., 2013), they may resort to destructive leadership if they 
believe that this may help them to further their own goals (see Schyns et al., 
2019). Moreover, a study by Jones and Neria (2015) suggests that although 
Machiavellianism was not associated with overt or direct aggression, it was 
related to general feelings of hostility, making destructive leadership more 
likely. Moreover, Machiavellians have a higher overall tendency to engage 
in counterproductive work behaviors, including harmful interpersonal acts 
such as abuse (Dahling et al., 2009) and bullying (Pilch & Turska, 2015). 
A couple of studies have directly focused on leader Machiavellianism and 
destructive leadership. Wisse and Sleebos (2016) investigated the rela-
tionship between Machiavellianism and abusive supervision in teams and 
found it to be positively related, but only for leaders occupying a strong 
and powerful position at work. Apparently, a strong power position 
allows Machiavellians to safely engage in such behaviors without fearing 
repercussions. Similarly, Kiazad et al. (2010) found a positive relation-
ship between Machiavellianism and abusive supervision. Finally, Khan 
and Qurat- ul- ain (2017) conducted three studies that suggest that leader 
Machiavellianism is positively associated with supervisors’ perceptions of 
competitive worldviews, which in turn are associated with abusive supervi-
sion. Together, the results make it likely that Machiavellianism is linked to 
destructive leadership.

With psychopathy, the focus on short- term goals and instant gratifica-
tion may be especially problematic for leadership positions (e.g., Jones & 
Paulhus, 2014; Levenson et al., 1995) as leaders need to have long- term 
orientations regarding the outcomes for the organization. Psychopathy 
appears to be negatively related to successful leadership styles, notably 
transformational leadership (Westerlaken & Woods, 2013). Because leaders 
high in psychopathy enjoy inflicting harm on others, they may be likely to 
engage in destructive leadership. Indeed, psychopathy in general predicted 
more overt and aggressive tendencies than the other Dark Traits (Jones & 
Neria, 2015). Moreover, individuals high in psychopathy lack self- control 
(e.g., impulsivity, antisocial behavior) and have deficiencies in affective ex-
perience (e.g., callousness, lack of empathy, feelings of guilt). Thus, people 
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258 Overcoming Bad Leadership

with high scores in this trait would easily engage in destructive behavior if 
they feel the situation calls for it. Barelds et al. (2018) showed that psychop-
athy is related to leader self- serving behavior (behavior that is likely to harm 
follower interest). Moreover, Boddy et al. (2015) found that subordinates 
of what they call “corporate psychopaths” were subject to abusive tac-
tics by their leaders. This finding corroborates an earlier study by Boddy 
(2011) showing that the unfair supervision and bullying are more likely to 
occur in teams headed by corporate psychopaths. Similarly, Mathieu and 
Babiak (2016) found that corporate psychopathy predicts abusive supervi-
sion. Finally, Wisse and Sleebos (2016) observed a marginally significant 
relationship between leader psychopathy and abusive supervision in teams 
when controlling for the other Dark Triad traits.

As a result of this research, it appears important for organizations to take 
measures to protect their employees against destructive leadership exhibited 
by Dark Triad leaders. In the following, we will look into HR practices that 
may be able to reduce those forms of leadership.

HR Practices as a Buffer

While some previous research indicates that Dark Triad traits are related to 
destructive leadership, possessing a certain trait does not mean that the trait 
always translates into actual behavior: People are capable of suppressing their 
urges and adapting their behavior if need be. Research into trait expression 
has suggested that the expression of a trait may depend on circumstances 
(Christiansen & Tett, 2008), and this may also be the case for dark traits 
(Cohen, 2016; Wisse & Sleebos, 2016).

This makes it interesting to examine more closely how organizations, no-
tably with the help of HR practices, can hamper the behavioral expression 
of Dark Triad traits in leaders. Looking more specifically at HR practices 
that seem useful in preventing Dark Triad leaders from causing harm, we 
decided to focus on recruitment and promotion, career development and 
training, performance appraisal and feedback systems, complaints system, 
and disciplinary actions. We will review each of those practices in more de-
tail, following the chronology of an organizational career. Some of those HR 
practices are geared toward the Dark Triad leaders themselves, others toward 
their followers.
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Recruitment

In their chapter in What’s Wrong with Leadership?, Schyns et al. (2018) la-
ment that recruitment processes are too focused on positive characteristics 
such as skills, positive traits, and intelligence and do not pay enough atten-
tion to negative traits.

Ideally, organizations should try not to employ individuals high in Dark 
Triad traits. However, this might be easier said than done. For example, 
narcissists seem to do well in job interviews due to their initial charm, at least 
in Western contexts (Paulhus et al., 2013). According to previous research, 
Machiavellians do not shy away from dishonesty in job interviews (Fletcher, 
1990; Lopes & Fletcher, 2004), which also might contribute to them getting 
a job they want but are not competent for. Similarly, research shows that the 
personality trait Honesty/ Humility has a strong negative relation to psy-
chopathy (Lee & Ashton, 2005), and the shared variance of the Dark Triad 
(Lee & Ashton, 2014) has also been shown to have negative relationships 
with the tendency to fake in job interviews (Law et al., 2016). Here, recruit-
ment techniques that are less prone to faking could be helpful. For example, 
organizations are well advised to use recruitment techniques that make it 
more likely that Dark Triad personalities show their true colors. Longer pro-
cesses might make it more difficult for narcissists to keep their charm from 
wearing off in the process and for Machiavellians and psychopaths to keep up 
the dishonesty and faking. Also, including employees from different levels 
of the hierarchy could be helpful, as narcissists are likely to behave differ-
ently toward people depending on their perceived “value” for them (Horton 
& Sedikides, 2009), probably similar to Machiavellians and psychopaths. It 
is also advisable to obtain references from past employers (although there 
is a risk that a current employer might be happy to get rid of a Dark Triad 
employee and not be completely frank in their report about them) and pay 
attention to frequent job changes, which might point to some issues with the 
applicant. Finally, prior research has shown that narcissists are aware of and 
admit that they are narcissistic (Carlson, 2013). Thus, job applicants may be 
simply asked whether they are narcissistic or not and then may be screened 
according to this self- rating.

Moreover, Hirschfeld and Van Scotter (2019) point out that even for Dark 
Triad personalities, a person– environment fit can improve their perfor-
mance, or least decrease the harm they do. They mention, for example, that 
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260 Overcoming Bad Leadership

narcissists prefer work that includes others from whom they can receive the 
admiration they require, that Machiavellians might work well in careers that 
require manipulation or negotiations, and that psychopaths prefer working 
alone and that this also prevents them from causing harm to others. Thus, in 
some instances, organizations might be able to recruit Dark Triad personali-
ties for very specific positions that fit their personality.

Promotion

As indicated earlier, individuals high in Dark Triad traits are likely to strive 
for leadership positions as these provide them with power, prestige, and 
money. Yet, promoting those scoring high in the Dark Triad traits to leader-
ship positions may be dangerous because in those positions they can cause 
more harm due to their elevated influence (LeBreton et al., 2018). Similar 
to recruitment, in the process of promotion, it is therefore crucial to include 
as much information as possible to avoid promoting people who will then 
harm their followers. As Dark Triad personalities are prone to differen-
tiate between others in terms of how they behave toward them, including 
as many voices in the process of promotion can be helpful. For example, 
narcissists have a general tendency to dismiss others and use them only as 
a source to feed their grandiose self (e.g., Park & Colvin, 2015). Thus, over 
time they might let their mask fall and “out” themselves as the antagonistic 
people they are (e.g., Campbell & Campbell, 2009). It may also be interesting 
to ask candidates about people whom they have tutored or sponsored. As 
narcissists only care about themselves and see others as means to an end, 
they may be at a loss with providing details in this realm. Psychopaths some-
times strategically manage information about others in the workplace. For 
example, an employee who complains about the leader might find that the 
psychopath has already derogated or denounced him or her at higher levels 
(Babiak & Hare, 2006; Boddy et al., 2015) so that their complaint will not be 
taken seriously. It thus seems important to consider 360- degree feedback and 
to include follower, colleague, and supervisor ratings as a base for promo-
tion decisions. Notably, Machiavellians may be able to hide their dark per-
sonality because of their manipulative character and their political skill. This 
may provide them with good task performance ratings by their supervisor 
(particularly in organizations in which politics are appreciated; see Kholin 
et al., 2020) and foster their career success (Dahling et al., 2009; Spurk et al., 
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Mitigating Destructive Leadership 261

2016). Organizations may consider not only using individual task perfor-
mance ratings but also taking team performance indicators (effectively com-
municating and keeping others informed; see Templer, 2018) into account 
and to also use these when promotion decisions are being made (see Kholin 
et al., 2020).

Notably, organizations may carefully check the self- indicated performance 
of Dark Triad personalities as these personalities tend to overclaim and 
their self- descriptions do not reflect their actual performance. For example, 
O’Boyle et al. (2012) found very small, partly negative relationships between 
Dark Triad traits and performance. Also, self- evaluations typically differ sig-
nificantly from the evaluations of others (e.g., for narcissism: Guedes, 2017). 
Hence, it is important for organizations in promotion processes to make sure 
that the performance that Dark Triad personalities claim to have achieved is 
actually reflected in observable data and should take into account multiple 
sources of information in the promotion process.

Career Development and Training

One of the tasks of HR is to develop employees and provide training oppor-
tunities. Accordingly, HR could try to develop and train Dark Triad person-
alities for the better. Yet, this seems to be a difficult endeavor, as Harms et al. 
(2011) showed that dark personality is negatively related to change in lead-
ership and to leader development. One major problem may be that it could 
be difficult to convince leaders high in Dark Triad personality to agree to 
such training and development activities, as they are often unaware of the 
reactions of others or uninterested in improving their behavior toward others 
(e.g., Carlson, 2013). Harms et al. (2011) comment that development of Dark 
Triad personalities often seems to focus on supporting the display of positive 
behaviors rather than trying to reduce or change negative behaviors. Palmer 
et al. (2017) similarly argue that the behavior of Dark Triad employees 
develops out of an interaction between leader traits and the situation in the 
organization. Particularly, they found that perceived organizational support 
moderated the relationship between Dark Triad traits and counterproduc-
tive work behaviors, so that the relationship was less strong when perceived 
organizational support was high. They assume that in such circumstances 
narcissists, psychopaths, and Machiavellians feel less threatened or pro-
voked by the organization or maybe feel that in such circumstances showing 
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262 Overcoming Bad Leadership

fewer counterproductive work behaviors (CWBs) is advantageous to them. 
Perhaps, via support, organizations may be able to develop Dark Triad per-
sonalities away from showing negative work behaviors. Indeed, there is some 
support for the assumption that focusing on the self- interest of Dark Triad 
personalities is a means to improving their negative behavior (see Palmer 
et al., 2017). We elaborate on this research in the following.

Of the Dark Triad traits, narcissists are most likely to be motivated to im-
prove in some development context. Harms et al. (2011) explored the role 
of subclinical negative traits on leader development in a longitudinal study 
of military cadets. Overall, dark personality dimensions were negatively as-
sociated with change in leadership and also moderated individual growth 
curves for leader development, such that individuals high in dark- side traits 
developed more slowly. A notable exception was narcissism, which was pos-
itively associated with change with regard to leadership and did not substan-
tially harm individual development. The authors interpreted this as evidence 
that narcissists may be motivated to “be the best” in their chosen area and 
thus may apply substantial effort in development settings. Some researchers 
suggest that one way to try to develop narcissists is by changing their view 
of what is important to progress in an organization (Grapsas et al., 2019). 
For example, narcissists tend to focus on agentic traits (e.g., intelligence or 
extraversion) rather than communal traits (e.g., agreeableness or morality; 
Campbell et al., 2002) because, in their mind, agentic traits are what help 
people to get ahead in life (Carlson, 2013). Trying to refocus them on com-
munal traits might help improve their interpersonal skills (Grapsas et al., 
2019). For instance, it was shown that narcissists’ cognitive empathy can be 
increased through training by perspective- taking (Hepper et al., 2014). Thus, 
if an organization emphasizes that good leaders can take the perspective of 
their followers and if cooperation is rewarded, narcissists may perform such 
behaviors.

Despite the findings reported by Harms et al. (2011), there is some 
reason for optimism when it comes to developing leaders scoring high on 
Machiavellianism. Machiavellianism— more than the other Dark Triad 
traits— is partly influenced by the environment a person is situated in 
(Vernon et al., 2008). Thus, this opens up the possibility of exerting influ-
ence on those individuals via training. Machiavellians may benefit particu-
larly from development programs and training if that ultimately serves their 
personal long- term goal (attaining power and status). Several studies sug-
gest that the supervisor of the Machiavellian employee might be suited to 
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provide this (on- the- job) training. For instance, a recent study by Belschak 
et al. (2018) found that Machiavellians are sensitive to the behavior of 
their leaders and adapt their behaviors to leaders who emphasize and re-
ward certain practices. Specifically, they found that under low ethical lead-
ership, employees high in Machiavellianism show undesirable reactions 
such as knowledge hiding and emotional manipulation, but they do not 
do so when ethical leadership is high. Thus, low ethical leadership seems 
to trigger Machiavellians to engage in higher rates of unethical behavior, 
whereas high ethical leadership suppresses the expression of such beha-
vior. Belschak et al. (2018) argue that leaders need to be clear and explicit 
to high- Machiavellian employees about which employee practices are ac-
ceptable and which are not. While the finding refers to employees overall, 
these studies are also informative about leaders high in Machiavellianism, 
as they show that some boundary conditions can hamper negative behavior 
related to Machiavellianism. At the same time, sometimes training can have 
adverse effects on high Machiavellians (Bloodgood et al., 2010). As people 
scoring high on Machiavellianism always try to tend to process information 
in a personally beneficial way (Christie & Geis, 1970), training needs to be 
very specific and targeted in order to steer Machiavellian leaders’ behavior 
in the intended direction. Providing employees with training can also help 
to develop an ethical climate in the organization as a whole, which in turn 
influences high Machiavellians. They are indeed shown to respond favor-
ably to an ethical climate with respect to their work- related behavior. For in-
stance, Dalton and Radtke (2013) found that a strong ethical environment, 
compared to a weak ethical environment, increases the intended reporting 
of organizational wrongdoing incrementally more for employees who are 
higher in Machiavellianism. Training, therefore, can steer the behaviors of 
Machiavellian leaders, even if the training is not directly targeting them, but 
the larger employee population instead.

Leaders scoring high in psychopathy may have difficulty benefiting from 
development programs and training because of their high impulsivity and 
their relatively short- term focus. Yet, it has been argued that psychopaths 
could also obtain advantages from development programs (Furtner et al., 
2017) when these programs place an emphasis on the training of spe-
cific self- regulatory techniques in order to reduce psychopaths’ weakness 
of low self- control and short- term focus (e.g., cultivation of mindfulness 
skills). Furtner et al. (2017) warn, however, that what psychopaths (as well 
as those scoring high on the other dark traits) have learned will be used 
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predominantly for selfish purposes and goals. Patrick et al. (2012) argue 
for a more fine- grained approach in dealing with psychopaths. Working 
from a three- dimensional model of psychopathy (disinhibition, boldness, 
and meanness), they argue that the expression of each of those facets may 
benefit from different training, some of which may be useful in the organi-
zational context. For example, individuals highly in dispositional boldness 
might be trained to attend more effectively to threat cues in the environ-
ment. Similarly, interventions focusing on provision of immediate tangible 
feedback to high- disinhibited individuals regarding behavioral responses 
may help to remedy impairments in effortful control. Correspondingly, 
interventions regarding meanness could be created that incorporate 
developments in perceiving emotions in others and understanding emo-
tional change (Geßler et al., 2020).

Performance Appraisal and Feedback Systems

Performance appraisal can be tricky for Dark Triad leaders as their self- eval-
uation might significantly differ from evaluations by others, as mentioned 
earlier. This could lead to disagreements relating to annual performance 
endeavors. As pointed out earlier under the heading “Promotion,” Dark 
Triad personalities tend to overestimate their performance.

Performance appraisal systems can, on the one hand, be helpful to keep 
a check on the actual performance of Dark Triad personalities as opposed 
to their own evaluation. On the other hand, there is the risk of actually 
increasing their negative behavior toward others as it serves as a means 
to achieve the goals set for them by the organization. Research has shown 
that goal- setting can increase abusive supervision due to stress in leaders 
(Bardes & Piccolo, 2010). For Dark Triad employees, performance ap-
praisal systems and goal- setting can be an excuse to exploit others even 
more and to claim the performance that others have achieved. Therefore, 
organizations need to reconsider the type of goals they set and should, for 
instance, besides performance goals, also set goals that foster coopera-
tion and employee well- being. Furthermore, organizations should define 
organizational rules of conduct and make them part of the performance 
evaluations and feedback systems.

Narcissists are notorious for their lack of taking feedback into account 
and instead devaluing the source of feedback or advice (Kausel et al., 2015). 
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That suggests feedback is unlikely to change their behavior; instead, their 
dismissal of others might even increase. Furthermore, Ferriday et al. (2011) 
showed that narcissists are particularly likely to aggress when they receive 
negative feedback in public. Therefore, when giving feedback to narcissists, it 
is important to provide it in private so that they do not feel exposed to others 
and do not react aggressively as a consequence.

Similar to what we discussed with regard to Machiavellian leaders’ ability 
to benefit from development programs and training, Machiavellians should 
be able to learn from feedback as they are relatively open to environmental 
influences. However, very few empirical studies on the matter have been 
conducted.

Even though leaders with strong psychopathic traits may not care about 
what is right and what is wrong (Walker & Jackson, 2017), they can learn 
what is permitted and what is not (e.g., Hart et al., 1990), and as such it is pos-
sible to successfully provide them with feedback. Moreover, feedback provi-
sion may be most effective when it makes clear how the discussed negative 
behavior may ultimately have negative ramifications for the psychopathic 
leader. Indeed, the calculative nature of psychopaths may allow them to infer 
that displaying negative behaviors and being punished for them does not 
serve their best interests (e.g., Bartels & Pizarro, 2011).

Here, the relatively new field of organizational neuroscience offers some 
insights into the reasons why Dark Triad personalities have problems with 
feedback. For example, von Borries et al. (2010) suggest that psychopaths 
may adequately process negative feedback at a neural level, but not use 
that information to improve subsequent behavior. That is, individuals high 
in psychopathy may face particular difficulty in learning from aversive 
experiences in which they must learn to avoid responding to specific stimuli 
that give rise to punishment (Blair et al., 2004). However, as Jack, Rochford, 
Friedman, Passarelli, and Boyatzis (2019) outline, the field of organizational 
neuroscience, while suggesting promising insights, still suffers from many 
limitations, and results have to be interpreted with care.

Complaints System

In the case where organizations have taken on board Dark Triad personality 
employees, or worse Dark Triad personality leaders, it is essential to have 
functioning complaints systems where employees can raise any issues they 
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have with those colleagues/ leaders and feel confident that they will be heard 
and their complaints will be kept confidential. The latter is particularly im-
portant as, for example, narcissists are prone to taking revenge (Rasmussen, 
2016). Only when employees have trust in the existing systems will they 
come forward with their complaints. Early warnings from employees are also 
important as they are likely to prevent the promotion of Dark Triad person-
alities to (higher) leadership positions.

However, it has to be noted that complaint systems have limitations. 
Even though complaining about a destructive leader may give relief to 
employees in the short run, HR cannot simply take actions without lis-
tening to the leader’s side of the story. Therefore, complaint systems can 
only be a starting point for employees suffering from destructive leaders 
and offer the possibility to raise concerns and show employees which fur-
ther steps can be taken.

Disciplinary Actions

Finally, it is also important that complaints or performance issues are 
followed up by the HR department in a way that makes clear what types of be-
havior are unacceptable in an organization. That is, disciplinary procedures 
have to be in place to rein in misbehaving Dark Triad leaders— for example, 
negative performance evaluations, or a reduction of any possible bonus 
payments. Some country’s laws also allow companies to suspend an em-
ployee from their job pending an inquiry into their behavior.

Where letting a leader go is not a possibility, another possible disciplinary 
action can be related to isolating them from others— for example, relieving 
leaders of their responsibility for staff and letting them work by themselves 
so they are less able to cause less harm to others.

Measures relating to disciplinary actions work in different ways. First, 
they help to address actual CWBs of Dark Triad personalities. Second, they 
can set an example to others that misbehavior will be addressed in this or-
ganization. Third, they can encourage employees to come forward with is-
sues early as they can see that the organization is serious about dealing with 
destructive leadership. And finally, clear rules about what type of behavior 
results in disciplinary action can also help prevent employees from showing 
negative behaviors, as it is clear that it will not help them to advance in the 
organization.
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Conclusion and Further Research

In this chapter, we looked at HR practices that may be able to mitigate the re-
lationship between Dark Triad traits and destructive leadership. We followed 
the career path of Dark Triad employees from recruitment and selection via 
promotion to disciplinary actions, suggesting how HR practices at each stage 
can hamper the relationship between Dark Triad traits and destructive lead-
ership. However, of course, we will need more empirical studies verifying our 
assumptions— that is, research into how far HR practices are effective.

Here, we focused on general HR practices in “normal” times. However, 
Neves and Schyns (2018a, 2018b) point to possible problems with Dark Triad 
leaders in time of change, where the change process might give even more 
leeway to their negative behaviors. For example, Neves and Schyns (2018a) 
focused on claiming and granting leadership (DeRue & Ashford, 2010) and 
highlighted that organizations need to be clear about role expectations 
during a change process to prevent the development of unwanted leader and 
follower identities, which may then impede future constructive processes.

At the time of writing, COVID- 19 has forced organizations into making 
major changes, such as the sudden switch from working at the office to 
working at home. It remains to be seen how these changes that come with 
a major crisis are conducive to negative leadership practices because there 
is less control of leaders and less informal exchange between employees. 
We speculate that two contradictory process may come to force. On the one 
hand, leaders might become more controlling by using technology to check 
on their followers (e.g., log on and off times, contacting followers at random 
times to check if they are responsive) or more demanding by invading 
followers’ out- of- office times with attempts to contact them. On the other 
hand, followers might be able to disconnect better from abusive supervisors 
as communication is less direct and more often asynchronous (thus, for ex-
ample, allowing the employee to cool down before responding to an abusive 
email). In addition, keeping a log of abusive communications might be easier 
when the communications are not delivered face to face but indirectly via 
technology.

We will also see whether some organizations might be better than others 
in using HR practices to mitigate possible negative effects of distant leader-
ship. Interestingly, here, differences in legislation also might become more 
relevant. As Lester et al. (2021) outline, in the United States many benefits 
are based on negotiations between employers and their employees. In other 
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countries, such as many European countries, these benefits are covered by 
law, giving employers less leeway. For example, in France, employees have 
the right to disconnect, meaning that they are under no obligation to re-
spond to communications from their organization outside of regular office 
hours. Indeed, COVID- 19 and the related changes in working conditions 
might trigger more such changes in legislation rather than leaving this issue 
up to individual companies and their HR departments.
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