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“In some of the more interesting 
cases, the indifference to conventional 
morality may be successfully masked 
behind an appearance of social 
compliance….. Thus, this species of 
primary psychopathy may include 
certain unincarcerated leaders of 
commerce and industry, some police 
officers or other members of the 
criminal justice system, certain artists, 
politicians, or statesmen.’’ 
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This chapter argues that psychopathy in leadership is hard to recognize, because there is a 
distinct psychopathic leader profile that is different from the profile of psychopathic individuals in 
prisons or institutions. Through an analysis of the fictional character Frank Underwood in the 
series House of Cards (Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017), it will be illustrated and 
further discussed how to assess this distinct psychopathic profile in the context of politics.  
 
 
 
1.2 Psychopathy 
 
1.2.1 The mask of sanity 

In the general community the term ‘psychopath’ is often used loosely and the idea of what 
psychopathy entails doesn’t usually correspond with reality (Yildirim & Derksen, 2015). The image 
of ‘a scary and vicious murderer who looks creepy and crazy’ could not be further away from the 
actual outward appearance of most psychopathic individuals. Although those high in psychopathy 
are callous, lack a conscience, and are unable to form intimate bonds with others, including their 
own family and children, they can appear to be very friendly, sympathetic, and charming in their 
behavior (Hare, 1993). What most people see when they encounter a psychopathic individual, 
especially in the beginning, is a normal, likeable, and friendly person, or as Hervey Cleckley (1941) 
described it, they see “the mask of sanity’’. The outward normality is one of the prime reasons why 
this psychopathic personality is so intriguing. Before addressing the subject of psychopathy in 
leadership positions, there first will be a brief outline of the theoretical conceptualization and 
research of psychopathy that is especially relevant for the understanding of psychopathic 
leadership. 
 
1.2.2 Research 

In the field of clinical psychology, psychopathy is regarded as a personality disorder that is defined 
through a constellation of features (Glenn & Raine, 2014). Hare (1996), one of the leading scholars 
on the concept of psychopathy, defines psychopathy as “a socially devastating disorder that is defined by 
a constellation of affective, interpersonal, and behavioral characteristics, including egocentricity; impulsivity; 
irresponsibility; shallow emotions; lack of empathy, guilt, or remorse; pathological lying; manipulativeness; and the 
persistent violation of social norms and expectations” (p. 25). Scholars agree that although psychopathy is 
one conceptual construct, it is dimensional (Hall & Benning, 2006; LeBreton, Binning & Adorno, 
2006). Research on the subject of psychopathy was sparse until Hare used Hervey Cleckley’s 
seminal work on psychopathy, The Mask of Sanity (1941), to develop what is today one of the most 
commonly used assessment tools to measure psychopathy. Although there are other instruments 
aimed at operationalizing the concept, the PCL-R (Psychopathy Checklist Revised: Hare, 2003) and 
its derivatives are considered the ‘gold’ standard (Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013). 

The PCL-R is based on a two-factor model that divides the main personality traits of 
psychopathy into two sections. Factor 1 measures the affective and interpersonal traits: the 
affective features consist of callousness, lack of empathy, remorse or guilt, shallow emotions, and 
not accepting responsibility for one’s actions; the interpersonal traits are defined as glibness, 
superficial charm, grandiose sense of self, pathological lying, and cunning and manipulative 
behavior. Factor 2 measures aspects of an impulsive lifestyle and antisocial behavior, where the 
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impulsive lifestyle facet is defined through need for stimulation/proneness to boredom, parasitic 
lifestyle, lack of realistic long-term goals, impulsivity, and irresponsibility, and the antisocial traits 
entail poor behavioral control, behavioral problems in early childhood, and antisocial behavior in 
adulthood. Three extra items are also scored that are not part of one of the four facets: promiscuous 
sexual behavior, many short-term marital relationships, and revocation of conditional release (Hare, 
2003) (see table 1.1). Because of the worldwide use of the PCL-R, the study of this psychological 
construct has been given a major boost, and new insights have been generated on the concept of 
psychopathy (Babiak, 2007). 
 
 
 
1.3 Theoretical Conceptualization 

 
1.3.1 Primary and secondary psychopathy 

Since the beginning of the theoretical debate on psychopathy, there has been an ongoing discussion 
on whether this disorder is primarily caused by a biological predisposition or by traumatic events 
in childhood or by a combination of both (Yildirim & Derksen, 2015). A categorization that is 
often made is the distinction between two types of psychopathy: primary psychopathy (or 
psychopathy), on the one hand, that may originate mainly from biology, and secondary 
psychopathy (or sociopathy), on the other hand, that is considered to arise predominantly through 
destructive social experiences in childhood (Lykken, 1995; Yildirim, 2016). 
 
 
 

 
Psychopathy Checklist Revised (PCL-R) 

 
 
Factor 1 (Affective and Interpersonal traits) 

Affective 

callousness, lack of empathy, lack of remorse or guilt, callousness, shallow emotions, not accepting responsibility for 
one’s actions 

 
Interpersonal 
superficial charm, grandiose sense of self, pathological lying, cunning and manipulative behavior, glibness 

 
Factor 2 (Lifestyle and Antisocial traits) 

Lifestyle 

need for stimulation/proneness to boredom, parasitic lifestyle, lack of realistic long-term goals, impulsivity, 
irresponsibility  

 
Antisocial 
poor behavioral control, behavioral problems in early childhood, and antisocial behavior in adulthood 

 
Independent Items 

promiscuous sexual behavior, many short term marital relationships, revocation of conditional release 

 
 

Table 1.1. Factor structure derived from Hare (2003). 
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The controlled primary psychopathic type 

In the theoretical continuum of Yildirim & Derksen (2015) the controlled primary psychopathy 
type can be regarded as the most successful of all the psychopathic types (of both primary and 
secondary psychopathy). This type is defined as combining inborn fearlessness and emotional 
shallowness with high levels of social competency and good (and sometimes even excellent) 
executive functioning. According to Yildirim and Derksen (2015) this combination of features 
contributes to a personality type that is well-controlled, goal-oriented, intelligent, and charming. 
This subtype may be highly successful in certain professions where many of these traits are 
desirable, such as that of CEO or politician (Babiak & Hare, 2007; Babiak et al., 2010; Board & 
Fritzon, 2005; Cleckley, 1941; Dutton, 2012; Gao & Raine, 2010; Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Lykken, 
1995; Widom, 1978). Furthermore, Yildirim and Derksen (2015) propose that these are also 
positions that this controlled subtype may prefer in life, because such roles can fulfill a need for 
power and control over other people, which is also an important trait that defines the subtype 
(Yildirim & Derksen, 2015). In this chapter it is theorized that the psychopathic leader will 
phenotypically resemble this type the most.  
 
1.3.1.2 Secondary psychopathy  

In contrast with primary psychopathy, in the theoretical continuum of Yildirim and Derksen (2015) 
secondary psychopathy is considered to be more strongly determined by destructive social 
experiences and less by genetic background. According to these scholars secondary psychopathy 
may be regarded more as a trait-like coping strategy for regulating intense feelings of inferiority 
which have become intrinsic in a person’s personality after severe abuse and neglect in childhood 
(Lykken, 1995; Yildirim, 2016). In contrast to the primary psychopathic individual, who is 
emotionally shallow and fearless, secondary psychopathic people may often experience high levels 
of unconscious fear and conscious neuroticism (a negative and unstable emotional state of 
nervousness) and, as a result, are often more impulsive and hostile. They lack ‘the mask of sanity’ 
and the charm and charisma that many primary psychopathic individuals display. When interacting 
with a person with such a personality, people may automatically sense that they should be on guard 
and often feel intimidated by a constant sense of threat (Yildirim, 2016). Because the features of 
this secondary psychopathic personality do not fit the profile of a successful leader, this type will 
not be discussed further in this chapter. 
 
 
 
1.4 Psychopathic Leaders 

 
Several researchers of psychopathy have speculated that most of the psychopathic individuals in 
the general population may not be overtly criminal and overtly antisocial, and can be found in all 
walks of life, especially in leadership roles (Boddy, 2011; Boddy et al., 2010; Hare, 1996). Hare 
stated in 2002 that those high in psychopathy are no rarity in business organizations, specifically in 
the boardroom, and speculated that about 4% of the leaders in for-profit and nonprofit 
organizations can be diagnosed with the psychopathic personality disorder (Babiak & Hare, 2007, 
2019; Babiak et al., 2010: Hare, 2002). These hypotheses on psychopathy in leadership are feasible 
because the resemblance between the traits sought after in talented leaders and certain features of 
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psychopathy may be regarded as ‘eye-catching’. Psychopathic traits, such as charm, charisma, and 
impressive communication skills, can be valuable assets in a leadership position. Furthermore, it is 
understandable that a psychopathic individual, who additionally lacks feelings of shame and guilt, 
can come across as a concise but fair leader who can make harsh business decisions when necessary 
(Babiak, 1995, 1996). 
 
1.4.1 Are psychopathic leaders successful? 

Although those high in psychopathy own several traits that are attractive in a leader, the important 
question is whether their psychological profile is a good fit for a leadership position. 

Studies on psychopathy in prison settings show that the suffering this specific population has 
caused in society is often severe. Although only 20-30% of prisoners are diagnosed with 
psychopathy, this group is responsible for 50% of the crimes punishable with imprisonment. 
Moreover, the crimes that psychopathic individuals commit are among the most serious, such as 
murder and rape (Hare, 1993).  

These incarcerated psychopathic individuals are often labeled as unsuccessful foremost 
because they are caught for their crimes, as opposed to those psychopathic personalities who are 
more successful in society. Some scholars have speculated that that many individuals in this last 
group can make the most of the adaptive traits of the psychopathic personality disorder in 
leadership positions (Babiak 1995, 1996; Babiak & Hare, 2007, 2019; Babiak et al., 2010). Although 
this group also takes advantage of others, they do not (in most cases) get involved with the law and 
are oftentimes labeled successful psychopathic personalities by scholars (Glenn & Raine, 2010; 
Ishikawa et al., 2001; Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010; Widom, 1978).    

Several researchers have postulated that this successful group may combine the psychopathic 
traits with good executive functioning, and for that reason they may be primarily successful in 
keeping up the right appearances (Glenn & Raine, 2014; Ishikawa et al., 2001; Kets de Vries, 2012; 
Widom, 1978). It is imaginable that in this way they can mask their immoral or even fraudulent 
behavior in a more competent way than their imprisoned counterparts.  

In the few studies conducted specifically on psychopathic leadership, findings are that these 
leaders only appear to be good and oftentimes excellent performers outwardly, but that they are in 
fact not successful in their achievements. The researched psychopathic leaders were not at all 
working towards the greater good of the organization (Babiak et al., 2010; Clarke, 2005; Mathieu 
et al., 2014), made unethical decisions (Laurijssen, 2014; Stevens et al., 2012), and in some cases 
even had a negative impact on the organization’s finances and its coworkers (Babiak et al., 2010; 
Boddy & Taplin, 2017; Boddy et al., 2010; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015). Not all is bad, it seems: One 
study, by Spencer and Byrne (2016), did not report a correlation between employees’ job 
satisfaction and their managers’ level of psychopathic traits. However, it is important to keep in 
mind that psychopathic leaders are excellent at impression management, and it is often difficult to 
see the real face behind the mask (Babiak, 2007, 2016; Babiak & Hare, 2007; Cleckley, 1941).           

Based on the aforementioned studies it is theorized that leaders with a certain amount of 
psychopathic traits will in the end be involved in some kind of unethical, antisocial, or unlawful 
behavior. The combination of the negative psychopathic traits in this psychological profile, such 
as the egocentric nature, loyalty only to oneself, lack of conscience and empathy, and the desire to 
have control over other people, causes these types of immoral behavior. These hazards are also 
posited by Babiak and Hare (2007); they hypothesize that leaders with psychopathic traits will in 
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1.5 Psychopathy in Politics 

 
A further broadening of focus of the research on psychopathy in leadership is the psychopathic 
personality in politics (Dutton, 2016; Lilienfeld et al., 2012). It is not hard to imagine that 
psychopathic traits could be especially profitable in political leadership. The outwardly charming 
and sometimes charismatic self-presentation combined with manipulation skills and callousness are 
features that can help an individual to flourish in a political leadership position. Before outlining 
the recent research on this subject, the concept of psychopathic leadership in politics will be 
introduced through the portrayal of the specific psychopathic traits in the character of Frank 
Underwood in the popular Netflix series House of Cards (Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 
2017). Through this series, it is apparent that the possible existence of psychopathic leadership has 
become a novel topic not only for researchers of psychopathy but also among the general public.     
 
1.5.1 A fictional portrait of psychopathy in politics in House of Cards    

House of Cards is an American series on American politics that is situated in present-day 
Washington, D.C., and features the life of a Democrat in Congress named Frank Underwood 
(played by Kevin Spacey) (Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017). It describes his political 
ambition eventually to become president of the United States and illuminates from the inside out 
through which endeavors he achieves this goal. On this path, he is strongly supported by his wife, 
Claire, but he benefits especially from his manipulative and ruthless dealing with other people. The 
persona of Frank Underwood is an example of what successful psychopathy in politics may look 
like. The specific features and behavior of this fictional politician are described in the following 
section in more detail. 

In the series, the character of Frank Underwood is portrayed as a very successful politician, 
with a harsh and callous personality, who is obsessed with power and control. Nevertheless, he is 
outwardly utterly charming and charismatic and knows how to manipulate other people brilliantly. 
In order to fulfill his desire to control other people, he uses all kinds of different skills, comprising 
charm, humiliation of others, ruthless lying, intimidation, gradually intensifying verbal attacks, 
feigning empathy and concern, and other manipulative communication skills. It is clear that to him, 
other people only serve one purpose: they are tools through which he can achieve his own goals. 
The combination of these behavioral traits, together with his ability for ingenious planning and his 
outstanding foresight, help him in the end to gain the highest position in American politics: the 
office of the presidency. Frank Underwood’s emotional life appears to be stable but shallow, and 
it seems that he only experiences real emotions when he is angry because he doesn’t get his way, 
or is happy when he does. He is very good at play-acting the whole range of emotions, which he 
can easily switch on and off and which are fine-tuned to what is most effective in the given situation 
(Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017).The main question that arises when viewing the 
callous and conscienceless behavior of this feigning politician is: Is the character of Frank 
Underwood in House of Cards a psychopathic personality?  

Based on the different psychopathic features outlined in the previous section of this chapter, 
Frank Underwood does not fit the profile of the psychopathic personality as it is traditionally 
portrayed through the features of the PCL-R (Hare, 2003): he is not impulsive in his behavior, but 
instead appears to have a lot of self-control, and is extremely goal-oriented and calculating. This is 
in contrast with the institutionalized psychopathic individual, who scores high on impulsiveness, 
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engages in a parasitic lifestyle, shows poor behavioral control, and lacks any vision of realistic long-
term goals or planfulness (Babiak & Hare, 2007; Hare, 1993).  

In this chapter it will be demonstrated however, that Frank Underwood does fit the model of 
the psychopathic leader that will be presented in the next section. The most important question of 
course is: Is it possible that individuals with a psychopathic profile are active in places of political 
power in real life? This question will be addressed after the presentation of the model of the 
psychopathic leader in the section in which the research on psychopathy in real-life politics is 
discussed. 
 
 
 
1.6 The Profile of the Psychopathic Leader: A Model 

 
In response to the scarcity of information on psychopathic leadership, scholars postulate that new 
data are needed on this particular group of individuals who may be hazardous in their leadership 
behavior (Babiak & Hare, 2007, 2019; Babiak et al., 2010). To gain new knowledge in an accurate 
way, it is important to define psychopathic leadership correctly. In several studies, it is hypothesized 
that the profile of psychopathic leaders in high positions may be significantly different from the 
psychopathic individuals in prison (Bucy et al., 2008; Gao & Raine, 2010; Gustafson & Ritzer, 
1995; Hall & Benning 2006; Ishikawa et al., 2001; Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Perri, 2011; Poythress et 
al., 2010; Ray, 2007; Skeem et al., 2003; Widom, 1978).   

In this section, a model of the psychopathic leader will be presented, in which the unique set 
of traits of this specific profile will be outlined. This model is constructed through two pathways. 
The first route is to determine which of the different psychopathic types outlined in section 1.2 
Psychopathy, fits best the profile of the psychopathic leader as such individuals are portrayed 
through research and in the literature. The second route is to analyze relevant data on white-collar 
crimes committed by people with a psychopathic profile as outlined in section 1.4 Psychopathic 
leaders, combined with data on the differences between the personality profiles of blue-collar 
criminals and white-collar criminals. 
 
1.6.1 The controlled primary psychopathic personality 

As outlined earlier in this chapter, it is posited that the psychopathic leader can be regarded as a 
successful psychopathic personality. Glenn and Raine state that this type may have more of the 
adaptive traits of psychopathy and define the type as “high-functioning manifestations of noncriminal 
psychopathy” (2014, p. 158). When comparing this definition with the psychopathic types of Yildirim 
and Derksen’s review study (2015), the psychopathic leader most resembles the controlled primary 
psychopathic type. 
 
1.6.2 White-collar and blue-collar criminals and psychopathic traits                                            

This last postulation is further confirmed by data from a study by Ray (2007), who found some 
remarkable dissimilarities between white-collar and blue-collar criminals. The first group was less 
impulsive, had more self-control, and was more self-reflective about their own behavior than the 
second group. Data found by Blickle and colleagues (2006) confirm Ray’s readings; convicted 
white-collar criminals showed high scores on conscientiousness. It appears that especially the 
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Figure 1.1. The model of the psychopathic leader. 
 
 
 

Especially the aspects of high level of executive functioning and specifically the high level of 
self-control of this type makes this psychopathic leader even harder to recognize than the 
psychopathic personality with the ‘classic’ profile of higher levels of outward impulsivity and 
antisociality. With this specific constellation of traits, this leadership type is expected to be very 
competent in keeping up the right appearances in whatever role has to be played (whether that of 
a CEO or of a politician). 
 
1.6.3.1 Frank Underwood fits the profile of the psychopathic leader 

In this section, it will be proposed that the different features and behavior of the character of Frank 
Underwood in the Netflix series House of Cards (Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017) fit 
the profile of the psychopathic leader as portrayed in the model presented above. 

The first remarkable observation when screening the behavior of the character of Frank 
Underwood throughout the series is his lack of physiological response to extreme situations that 

would leave most people shaken. When Frank Underwood is observed after a severe conflict 
or fight, he shows no sign of being upset or stressed. This behavior, combined with the sudden 
mood shifting when he wants to get his way and his unaffected posture when telling lies or 
admitting to lies, indicates that there could be a hyporesponsivity of the fight-flight-freeze response 
(fearlessness: the first facet in the model). The most profound example of the hyporesponsivity of 
the fight-flight-freeze response in the character of Frank Underwood is evident in the first episode 
of the second season of the series, when he kills a journalist with whom he has an affair. 
Underwood is totally calm, before, during, and after the act (Willimon et al., 2014).  

The conduct of gradually increasing intensity in gaze, posture, and tone when verbally 
attacking another person, or instrumentally shifting his mood to achieve emotional resonance in 
others to have greater control over their behavior, combined with his goal-oriented behavior, 
indicate that he may also score high on the aspect of executive functioning and specifically on the 
facet of self-control (the second facet in the model). All these behavioral traits combined can be 



Chapter 1 

36 

observed in the tenth episode of the fourth season of the series when Frank Underwood threatens 
Secretary of State Catherine Durant to stay in office because he needs her as an important ally to 
achieve his goals. In this scene, he admits to her that he has killed two people, which leaves her in 
shock, then laughs it off and finally threatens that she should do what he wants, adding he will 
never forget it if she doesn’t. Durant is in total shock and finally complies with his demands 
(Willimon et al., 2016). The high levels of executive functioning and self-control in the behavior of 
Frank Underwood are also apparent in the fourth episode of the fifth season, when Frank 
Underwood is at risk of losing the presidential election to the Republican candidate Will Conway, 
but “keeps his cool” and fabricates and executes a plot to keep the public from voting in two states, 
which results in the suspension of the election (Willimon et al., 2017). 

Finally, the third aspect in the model of the psychopathic leader: the features of Factor 1 of 
the PCL-R (affective and interpersonal traits), are observable in Frank Underwood’s behavior in every 
episode in a profound manner. The callousness, the shallow emotions, and the lack of empathy in 
his personality are particularly clear in the opening scene of the series, where it is shown how he 
kills a dog with his bare hands (Willimon et al., 2013). Throughout this act he is rational, explains 
himself in front of the camera, and is not at all shaken; it is simply a job that has to be done.                                                                          

The trait of not accepting responsibility for one’s actions is apparent whenever Frank 
Underwood is accused of bad political decision-making or any faulty behavior. For him these 
events are errors only in the eyes of others. Dealing with such ‘mistakes’ is not to take responsibility 
for them but as inconveniences that should be swept under the rug or blamed on others. In the 
fifth episode of the first season, Representative Peter Russo validly blames Frank Underwood for 
the collapse of the shipyard Russo tried to save. Underwood, however, turns the blame on Russo, 
convincing him that he (Underwood) is the only one who still believes in him and that he wants 
Russo to run for Governor of Pennsylvania. Russo accepts the challenge and doesn’t mention the 
shipyard to Underwood again (Willimon et al., 2013).      

Glibness and superficial charm define the character of Frank Underwood; he is a master at 
winning people over by feigning empathy and friendliness or doing personal favors in order to 
have control over them. One of his best communication skills to control other people is his use of 
powerful metaphors all throughout the series; he impresses as a strong and intelligent man. In the 
sixth episode of the fifth season, Underwood rehires his bodyguard Edward Meechum and tells 
him he should be like a rock, ‘‘a rock absorbs nothing, says nothing, and cannot be broken’’. 
Meechum is extremely loyal to Underwood after this, and in the end loses his own life to protect 
his (Willimon et al., 2013, 2016).  

The pathological lying and the cunning and manipulative behavior in the character of Frank 
Underwood are evident throughout all seasons of the series; his constant lying to everybody around 
him (including his wife) appears to be so natural as if he himself believes what he is saying. There 
is no sense of shame, guilt, or remorse; the web of lies is just a means to an end for Frank 
Underwood. A good example of this behavior is when Underwood drives a wedge between 
President Walker and billionaire Raymond Tusk by lying to both of them. Driving these two people 
apart enlarges Underwood’s power over President Walker (Willimon et al., 2014).  

The last feature of Factor 1 of the PCL-R, grandiose sense of self, is a trait that characterizes 
the protagonist of this show. From the first series on, it is evident to Frank Underwood that he 
should be the president of the United States and he is very convinced he will reach this goal 
(Willimon et al., 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017). Based on the analysis discussed in this section, the 
personality profile of the character of Frank Underwood fits the model of the psychopathic leader. 
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political leader (this would be the full psychopathic profile according to the PPI-R), the leader may 
be a risk for ineffective (and also unethical) leadership (Dutton, 2016).  
 
 
 
1.7 Conclusions and Future Directions 

 
Psychopathic leadership is considered an expression of successful psychopathy among researchers 
of the psychopathic personality (Babiak & Hare, 2007; Dutton, 2012; Hall & Benning, 2006; 
Lilienfeld et al., 2012). Although psychopathy is not easily recognized in any person, as Cleckley’s 
description of the disorder, “the mask of sanity,” so accurately expresses (1941), in leadership and 
especially in political leadership this is even more challenging. Particularly the apparent social 
success of these psychopathic politicians can blind even the most perceptive observer to the 
unethical behavior, the unscrupulous decision-making, and the callousness behind the mask. These 
politicians are successful in society because they are very good at controlling themselves in crucial 
situations (high self-control), planning ahead thoroughly (strategic planning of their careers), and 
because they are especially charming in their manipulativeness.                                                      

In this chapter, it is postulated that their psychological profile is significantly distinct from the 
profile of the ‘classic’ criminal psychopathic individual in prison, where the impulsiveness (in the 
disinhibited primary type and the secondary types), and in some cases the underlying feelings of 
inferiority (in the secondary types of psychopathy), may result in overt criminal behavior. This 
distinct profile has been illustrated by assessing the elements from this new model in the 
psychological profile of the character of Frank Underwood in the series House of Cards. Some 
research indicates that psychopathic traits are also apparent in real-life politicians (Dutton, 2012; 
Lilienfeld et al., 2012). For future research, it is important to gather further data in organizations 
and in politics on the specific traits of the psychopathic leader. The correlation between 
psychopathic traits and white-collar crime should also be a focus of attention in such studies.  

The chapter closes with a debate on whether psychopathic  can be successful in (political) 
leadership. The data from several studies, combined with postulations by different scholars about 
this topic, indicate that unethical and antisocial behavior will be a logical outcome of the 
psychopathic nature (Babiak & Hare, 2007; Cooke & Michie, 2001; Stevens et al., 2012). This leads 
to somber expectations on the achievements of such (political) leaders, especially when the morality 
of the behavior is considered. Laurijssen’s study (2014) and the study of Stevens et al. (2012) 
confirm the risk for integrity issues for leaders with a psychopathic profile. These studies indicated 
that leaders who score high on psychopathic traits show more unethical decision-making.  

This chapter concludes with the statement that in a democratic government, politicians with 
high levels of integrity and moral values are imperative, and without these traits, a public 
representative cannot be regarded as a successful political leader. As politicians who score high on 
levels of the psychopathic profile lack such traits, they cannot be defined as successful leaders, 
because a lack of integrity in a political leader undermines our democratic system. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

In the last few years scholars have postulated that non-institutionalized psychopathic individuals 
may be overrepresented in leadership positions. In this chapter theory and research on the profile 
of those high in psychopathy in leadership positions is juxtaposed with the traditional profile of 
those high in psychopathy in prisons and institutions. It is hypothesized that the psychopathic 
leader has a unique combination of traits that enables and drives such a leader to be ‘successful’ in 
a position of power. This chapter argues that the differentiating trait in the profile of the 
psychopathic leader may be the trait high self-control. This is in contrast with the traditional profile 
of institutionalized psychopathic individuals in which levels of self-control are typically low. 
Furthermore, it is hypothesized that although the traits of high self-control and impulsivity are 
apparently contradictory, the conjunction of high self-control with one specific domain of 
impulsivity could further amplify the ‘success’ of the psychopathic leader. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This chapter on the clarification of the ‘successfulness’ in psychopathic leadership has been peer-reviewed and published 
as; Palmen, D.G.C., Derksen, J.J.L., & Kolthoff, E.W. (2019). High self-control may support ‘success’ in 
psychopathic leadership: self-control versus impulsivity in psychopathic leadership. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 
50, 1-17.
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Second, the limited access researchers have to the business world, non-profit organizations, 
and the world of politics impedes collecting data on the subject (Babiak & Hare, 2007; Palmen et 
al., 2018; Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013). 

Third, it is postulated that the psychological profile of the psychopathic leader may be difficult 
to recognize. Some scholars have suggested that these leaders are better equipped to keep up 
appearances than their institutionalized counterparts (Babiak & Hare, 2007). Other scholars 
hypothesize that these two groups may differ on key psychopathic traits (Benning et al., 2018; Gao 
& Raine, 2010; Hall & Benning, 2006; Ishikawa et al., 2001; Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010; Palmen et 
al., 2018).                                          

Despite these issues discussed above, researchers assert that it is essential to collect more data 
on this subject because the study of psychopathic leadership is still in its infancy (Hall & Benning, 
2006; Ishikawa et al., 2001; Palmen et al., 2018; Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013). Further research may 
shed more light on different manifestations within the psychopathy construct, such as non-criminal 
psychopathy, ‘successful’ psychopathy, or even truly socially adaptive forms of psychopathy. 
Additionally, scholars point out the societal necessity of researching the subject of psychopathic 
leadership because such leadership may negatively impact employees' wellbeing and the finances 
of an organization (Babiak, 1995, 1996, 2007, 2016; Babiak & Hare, 2007; Babiak et al., 2010; 
Blickle et al., 2006; Boddy, 2011; Boddy & Taplin, 2017; Boddy et al., 2010; Bucy et al., 2008; 
Clarke, 2005; Kets de Vries, 2012; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015; Mathieu et al., 
2014a; Mathieu et al., 2014b; Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010, Palmen et al., 2018; Ray, 2007). 

To advance the research on the subject, it is imperative to clarify the profile of this 
psychopathic leader. This clarification may improve the identification of psychopathic individuals 
in high profile positions (Benning et al., 2018). Outlining the specific traits of the profile of the 
psychopathic leader may be a first step in achieving these goals.   

In this chapter a model is presented which outlines the specific psychological profile of the 
psychopathic leader. It is hypothesized that the profile of the psychopathic leader differs from the 
traditional psychopathic profile on several key traits. In addition, it is hypothesized that as well as 
a group of core psychopathic traits, the leadership profile includes three additional traits 
(moderators) that may motivate and enable this psychopathic type to be ‘successful’ in a position 
of power. To define a manifestation of ‘successful’ psychopathy in this manner is in consistence 
with the work of Steinert et al. (2017), who propose that the behavior in ‘successful’ psychopathy 
can best be outlined by defining the interplay between core psychopathic traits and different 
moderating variables.                                                    

The proposed model of the psychopathic leader (hereafter, PL-model) is based on a theoretical 
division of psychopathy subtypes by Yildirim and Derksen (2015a). In an extensive review of the 
literature, these scholars analyzed the most important theoretical conceptualizations of 
psychopathy by clinicians and the theoretical models underlying the most important contemporary 
assessments utilized to measure psychopathy. These insights were then combined with data from 
cluster analytic studies on personality aspects and etiological divergences in different psychopathic 
samples. As a result of this process, these scholars were able to delineate four psychopathic 
subcategories. This chapter argues that, when comparing the data and theories on psychopathic 
leadership with each of these four psychopathy subtypes, one type most closely resembles the 
psychopathic leadership portrayals. The proposed model of the psychopathic leader was created 
based upon this specific psychopathy subtype.     
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In addition to a group of core psychopathic traits, it is theorized that the first moderating 
variable in the PL-model is the trait high self-control. In the PL-model the trait self-control is 
defined as a structural moderator as described in the work of Steinert et al. (2017). These scholars 
have introduced an elaboration of the moderated expression model of successful psychopathy by 
Hall and Benning (2006). In this model moderating factors (e.g. intelligence or SES) may moderate 
the non-adaptiveness of the core psychopathic traits (Hall & Benning, 2006). Steinert et al. (2017) 
have elaborated on this model by defining different types of moderators (structural, environmental, 
and contextual). They define the structural moderator in their model as a characteristic in an 
individual that is an enduring aspect of someone's personality. This structural moderator is different 
from the core traits of psychopathy but it may temper the behavioral outcomes initially activated 
by the core traits of psychopathy.   

This chapter argues that the trait high self-control in the PL-model may be the key trait that 
supports ‘success’. The interaction between high self-control and one specific form of impulsivity 
will be the focus of attention in this chapter. It is hypothesized which type of impulsivity may work 
in tandem with high self-control and how this fusion of traits may increase ‘success’ in psychopathic 
leadership. This aspect of the proposed model is in accordance with Poythress and Hall’s 
postulation that although psychopathic individuals are impulsive, the precise operationalization of 
impulsivity may vary per psychopathic subtype. Furthermore, these scholars posit that although 
most forms of impulsivity may be maladaptive, some forms of impulsivity may be adaptive in 
achieving preset goals (2011). They argue that ‘future models of psychopathy need to consider more complex 
associations among the various manifestations of these two constructs [impulsivity and psychopathy]’ (p. 120).    

In the PL-model it is theorized that the underlying motivator that draws this psychopathic 
type to positions of power may be the need for domination (also a structural moderator in the 
model of Steinert et al., 2017). Certain research studies indicate that psychopathy correlates with a 
preference for social group inequality (Glenn et al., 2017; Hodson et al., 2009; Kramer et al., 2011) 
and refers to this concept as social dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). Furthermore, 
some scholars hypothesize that certain individuals high in psychopathy may be attracted to 
leadership positions because in those roles they can dominate and control others (Fennimore & 
Sementelli, 2016). This trait will not be analyzed in detail in this chapter but will be addressed in 
chapter 4 of this manuscript. 

Finally, although psychopathic leadership may be considered a form of ‘successful’ 
psychopathy, this chapter will argue that those high in psychopathy may only outwardly flourish in 
business or political arenas. Several studies show that psychopathic leaders may be a risk regarding 
finances, ethics, and the well-being of those who depend on them or are in their environment. In 
most cases the psychopathic leader may be the only person who actually benefits (Babiak, 1995, 
1996, 2007, 2016; Babiak & Hare, 2007; Babiak et al., 2010; Blickle et al., 2006; Boddy, 2011; Boddy 
& Taplin, 2017; Boddy et al., 2010; Bucy et al., 2008; Clarke, 2005; Kets de Vries, 2012; Lilienfeld 
et al., 2012b; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015; Mathieu et al., 2014a; Mathieu et al., 2014b; Mullins-Sweatt 
et al., 2010; Palmen et al., 2018; Ray, 2007). 
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Interestingly, total psychopathy scores did show a significant interaction with interpersonal 
influence to predict interpersonal performance, similar to the interaction of boldness and 
interpersonal influence (low CWB-I, high CP). Furthermore, the facet of Self Centered Impulsivity 
negatively predicted interpersonal performance (high CWB-I, low CP). Although Coldheartedness 
was found not be significantly related to the interpersonal performance variables in this study, these 
scholars found a curvilinear relation with CP. Managers with intermediate levels of 
Coldheartedness showed the highest levels of CP, whereas lower and higher levels of 
Coldheartedness showed lower CP associations, as rated by others (Schütte et al., 2018). 
 
4.4.2 The maladaptive outcomes of psychopathic leadership 

Psychopathic leadership has also been researched with assessment instruments that do not 
explicitly measure boldness as a facet of psychopathy (e.g. Babiak, 1995, 1996, 2007, 2016; Babiak, 
et al., 2010; Boddy, 2011; Boddy & Taplin, 2017; Boddy et al., 2010; Bucy et al., 2008; Landay et 
al., 2019; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015; Mathieu et al., 2014a, 2014b; Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010; Palmen 
et al., 2018, 2019). In the majority of these studies on psychopathic leadership, as well as the studies 
discussed in the previous paragraph, psychopathic leadership is connected to diverse maladaptive 
outcomes.  

Psychopathic leaders in these studies were found to be connected to low performance rates, 
negative character, poor management skills, using hard tactics of influence, low levels of ability to 
compromise, low levels of leadership consideration behavior, being a poor team player, 
dysfunctional leadership styles, the need for power, abusive supervision, burn-out, and unethical 
decision making in these leaders (Babiak et al., 2020; Blickle et al., 2018; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; 
Mathieu & Babiak, 2016; Mathieu et al., 2014b; Neo et al., 2018; O’Boyle et al., 2012; Schütte et al., 
2018; Sutton et al., 2020; Westerlaken & Woods, 2013).  

Furthermore, the behavior of the psychopathic leaders in these studies negatively impacted 
the people in their environment. Employees working for these psychopathic leaders experienced 
more work and family related conflict, low organizational commitment, low career satisfaction, 
lower levels of well-being, job demotivation, low levels of job satisfaction, decreased engagement, 
and higher levels of burn-out (Mathieu & Babiak, 2015, 2016; Mathieu et al., 2014a, 2014b; Sanecka, 
2013; Schütte et al., 2018; Sutton et al., 2020; Volmer, Koch, & Göritz, 2016). In these studies on 
the impact of working for psychopathic leaders, employees also showed higher rates of job-neglect 
and higher turn-over intentions (Mathieu & Babiak, 2015, 2016).  

In addition to the incompetence of these psychopathic leaders and their negative influence on 
their employees, research has indicated maladaptive consequences for the organizations and 
institutions for which these psychopathic leaders work. These studies indicate that leaders with a 
psychopathic profile are not only connected to poor firm performance, accepting immoral behavior 
in employees, counter-productive workplace behavior, low levels of pursuit for equal justice, and 
Congressional impeachment resolutions (Bouncken et al., 2020; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Schütte et 
al., 2018), but also to a diversity of white-collar crime (Benson & Simpson, 2015; Bucy et al., 2008; 
Kolthoff, 2016; Lingnau et al., 2017; Neo et al., 2018; Palmen et al., 2018, 2019). 
 

4.4.3  ‘Adaptive’ or adaptive outcomes of psychopathic leadership 

Although psychopathic leadership is connected to diverse maladaptive outcomes, most scholars 
consider psychopathic leadership a manifestation of ‘successful’ psychopathy (Benning et al., 2018; 
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Lilienfeld, 1998; Palmen et al., 2019). As outlined earlier in this chapter, it is proposed that the 
successfulness or the adaptiveness associated with successful psychopathy and psychopathic 
leadership may have an ambiguous nature. Indeed, as outlined in the previous paragraph, 
psychopathic leadership is related to a range of unfavorable outcomes such as poor managerial 
performance, poor firm performance, lower work motivation of employees, abusive supervision, 
and white collar crime (e.g. Babiak et al., 2010; Bouncken et al., 2020; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015, 
2016; Sanecka, 2013).  

Interestingly, although these studies have found a large diversity of maladaptiveness connected 
to leaders with a psychopathic profile, many of these leaders appear to simultaneously demonstrate 
certain ‘adaptive’ qualities in the environments in which they operate. Indeed, Babiak and 
colleagues (2010), based on the findings in their study, conclude that the high levels of psychopathic 
traits in the researched leaders did not have detrimental effects for these leaders’ personal 
advancement. Most of the psychopathic leaders in this study were offered opportunities for 
promotion into the higher ranks of the organization, despite their negative performance reviews. 
Moreover, nine of the psychopathic leaders in the sample of high management potentials (PCL-R 
score of 25 or higher) were already positioned in the higher echelons of their organization (Babiak 
et al., 2010). Other research has also detected similar findings on ‘adaptive’ outcomes that are 
beneficial to the psychopathic leaders themselves (Babiak, 1995, 1996, 2007, 2016; Babiak & Hare, 
2007, 2019; Blickle et al., 2006; Cangemi & Pfohl, 2009; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Mullins-Sweatt et 
al., 2010).  

Only one study found a negative outcome of psychopathic leadership for these leaders 
themselves. Sutton et al. (2020) found the psychopathic facets of meanness and disinhibition (but 
not boldness) to be positively associated with higher levels of burn-out in these leaders. This 
maladaptive outcome directly disadvantages the psychopathic leader and may be understood in the 
same light as the maladaptiveness of secondary psychopathic types who have a propensity for 
negative emotionality and internalizing disorders such as anxiety and depression (e.g. Blackburn et 
al., 2008; Blagov et al., 2011; Hicks & Drislane, 2018; Hicks et al., 2010). In the Triarchic model, 
combinations of higher levels of meanness and disinhibition are more closely related to secondary 
psychopathy than to primary psychopathy (Anderson et al., 2014; Crego & Widiger, 2014; Few et 
al., 2015; Strickland et al., 2013; Yildirim & Derksen, 2015a). 

In addition to studies showing ‘adaptive’ outcomes providing advantages to psychopathic 
leaders themselves, some studies found adaptive outcomes that were apparently beneficial for the 
subordinates and also for the organizations of the psychopathic leaders. These studies found 
psychopathic leaders to be creative, good communicators, strategic and innovative thinkers (Babiak 
et al., 2010), showing servant leadership (Sutton et al., 2020), adaptive leadership, soft tactics of 
influence, being a team player (Neo et al., 2018), positive job performance, being viewed as a world 
leader, adept at crisis management, winning elections by a landslide, public persuasiveness, initiating 
new programs and legislation (Lilienfeld et al., 2012b), satisfaction with this manager (Sanecka, 
2013), and positive interpersonal performance (Schütte et al., 2018). Notably, the great majority of 
these studies found that these adaptive outcomes were most strongly connected to either PCL-R 
Factor 1 (especially the interpersonal facet) or to the facet of boldness, as operationalized by the 
PPI-R or the TriPM. 
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Indeed, as the study by Schütte et al. (2018) indicates, the psychopathic managers who 
demonstrated high levels of interpersonal skills were perceived by their subordinates as 
cooperative, considerate, helpful, hardworking, and as working in accordance with the social norms 
of the organization’s. Whether these managers’ cooperative and helpful behavior is more reflective 
of ‘style’ or ‘substance’ is an important question in this context. It is feasible that these psychopathic 
managers only outwardly present such pro-social behavior to impress and manipulate others in 
thinking that they are trustworthy, in order to reach their egotistical goals.  

Furthermore, in the study by Schütte and colleagues (2018) high boldness interacted differently 
with low levels of interpersonal competence in these psychopathic managers. When the 
psychopathic profile of these managers showed a combination of high boldness with low 
interpersonal competence, they were perceived by others as disregarding the social norms at work 
(Schütte et al., 2018). These contrasting outcomes regarding the facet of boldness found in this 
study may be clarified through differences in the levels of the underlying traits of PPI-R Fearless 
Dominance. It is feasible that the group high in boldness and high in interpersonal skills may score 
higher on the levels of the Social Influence Scale of the PPI-R, and the group high in boldness and 
low in interpersonal skills may score lower on the same scale of the PPI-R. The Social Influence 
Scale is represented by traits such as charm and the skills to influence others and derive pleasure 
of doing so, all traits that are closely connected to interpersonal skills and interpersonal influence 
(Benning et al., 2005a; Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). 
 
4.4.4.1 Impression management as the façade of adaptiveness in psychopathic leadership  

Studies on the interpersonal skills of impression management in psychopathy may give some clues 
about how effectively psychopathic individuals apply impression management techniques in social 
interactions. Impression management is a technique that can be defined as ‘conscious or 
unconscious attempts to control the images that are projected in social interactions’ (Schlenker, 
1980). These tactics are applied by individuals to impress and manipulate an audience in a positive 
way (Paulhus, 1998). For example, when impression management is applied by interviewees during 
job interviews, this often results in higher interview ratings (Barrick et al., 2009).  

In the literature on impression management, an important differentiation is made between 
honest impression management (honest IM) and deceptive impression management (deceptive 
IM). Honest IM refers to social strategies through which individuals truthfully present themselves, 
their competencies, accomplishments, and experience in a favorable way (Amaral et al., 2019: 
Levashina & Campion, 2007; Roulin et al., 2014). In deceptive IM, an individual pretends to have 
certain desired qualities, experience, or competencies which they do not actually possess (Roulin & 
Bourdage, 2017). In some cases it may be hard to distinguish between honest IM and deceptive 
IM, especially when these impression management techniques are applied by those high in 
psychopathy (Bourdage et al., 2015; Furtner et al., 2017).  

Roulin and Bourdage (2017) found in their study that the researched individuals high in 
psychopathy were especially skilled at adapting their IM tactics to the different interview settings 
in which they found themselves. The psychopathic individuals used deceptive IM tactics in the 
interview settings (image creation and image protection), but also applied honest IM tactics if they 
thought these tactics would lead to success in that specific interview context (Roulin & Bourdage, 
2017).  



Chapter 4 

166 

The contextual flexibility in the IM tactics these psychopathic individuals displayed in Roulin 
and Bourdage’s study (2017) is in line with the literature on the competence of interpersonal 
influence (Ferris et al., 2005, 2007). Interpersonal influence is defined as a nuanced but convincing 
interpersonal style through which a person is able to create rapport with others through adapting 
their behavior and allows them to exert influence in a certain situation (Ferris et al., 2005, 2007; 
Schütte et al., 2018). Schütte and colleagues (2018) studied the levels of interpersonal influence in 
psychopathic individuals within the upper levels of organizations and found that total psychopathy 
scores and boldness (but not meanness or disinhibition), showed interactions with interpersonal 
influence. Schütte and colleagues (2018) propose that psychopathic individuals high in boldness 
and in interpersonal influence skills may be exceedingly competent in pursuing their own egotistical 
goals while still being perceived as engaging in positive interpersonal behaviors (Schütte et al., 
2018). 
 
4.4.4.2 Psychopathic traits that may support impression management  

Chiaburu et al. (2013) propose that individuals from the primary psychopathy type may be 
especially adept at deceptive IM techniques. Utilizing their high levels of charm and refined 
manipulation skills, primary psychopathic individuals can easily fabricate an outward image of a 
competent leader. In a study on careerism and psychopathy, Chiaburu and colleagues (2013) found 
that primary psychopathy is a predictor of careerism, a strategy of career advancement pursuit in 
which deceptive IM plays a central role. In this study, careerism is defined as a strategy ‘in which 
employees misrepresent themselves and their competencies by acting in social desirable ways, 
disguising their personalities to gain employment or by taking on ‘chameleon-like’ behaviors to 
gain promotions and get ahead while also distorting their own true interests.’ (p. 473).  

These findings are in line with studies on psychopathic leadership and studies on the 
differences between ‘successful’ and ‘unsuccessful’ psychopathy. In these studies, ‘successful’ 
psychopathic individuals including leaders high in psychopathy were found to show elevated levels 
of Factor 1, especially on the interpersonal facet of Factor 1 (Babiak, 1996; Babiak et al., 2010; Gao 
& Raine, 2010; Ishikawa, et al., 2001; Palmen et al., 2019; Yildirim & Derksen, 2013). In studies on 
primary and secondary subtypes, primary subtypes score high on the interpersonal and affective 
factor 1 traits and low on the lifestyle and antisocial factor 2 traits (Benning et al., 2018; Yildirim & 
Derksen, 2013; Hicks & Drislane, 2018; Karpman, 1941; Lykken, 1995; Sellbom & Drislane, 2020).  

In leadership roles within business or political settings, psychopathic individuals may 
demonstrate the ability to effectively manipulate and deceive others, utilizing tactics of persuasion, 
charm, and other impression management techniques. In prison environments, psychopathic 
individuals may primarily exert other types of influence such as manipulation through intimidation 
and overt aggression in order to gain certain objectives (Weiss et al., 2018). However, incarcerated 
psychopathic samples have also been found to be adept at impression management in certain 
contexts (e.g. when applying for parole) (Häkkänen-Nyholm & Hare, 2009; Porter & Woodworth, 
2007; Porter et al., 2009; Seto & Barbaree, 1999). We propose that these individuals in incarcerated 
samples competent at impression management may show elevated levels of primary psychopathy, 
specifically of boldness (Lilienfeld et al., 2018; Patrick, 2006). 
 



A clarification for the outward attractiveness of psychopathic leaders 

167 

4.4.4.3 Boldness as the impression management tool to create an attractive leadership façade 

Weiss and colleagues (2018) studied the associations between perceived persuasiveness and the 
different psychopathic traits as operationalized through the TriPM. These scholars found that 
boldness was positively related to perceptions of persuasiveness, and that disinhibition and 
meanness were negatively connected with the perceptions of persuasiveness. Based on these 
findings, Weiss and colleagues (2018) propose that psychopathic individuals higher in the facet of 
boldness may be particularly effective at manipulating others through the softer tactics of 
persuasion (charm and friendliness) so as to secure financial or social rewards (c.f. Neo et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, based on these results, these scholars suggest that boldness may be connected to an 
enhanced ‘natural’ interpersonal skillfulness. Interpersonal competency is considered, by both 
scholars and professionals to be a key asset for success at the workplace (e.g. Hogan & Shelton, 
1998; Klein et al., 2006; Pfeffer, 2009). Additionally, the study by Schütte et al., (2018) found an 
interaction between boldness and interpersonal influence that was not established for disinhibition 
and meanness in employees in high-ranking positions.  

The direct associations between boldness as operationalized through the PPI-R and 
impression management tactics such as excellent social skills and persuasiveness may be connected 
most with the social influence subscale of the PPI-R (including a desire for attention, charm, and 
the ability to influence and derive pleasure of doing so) (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). Moreover, 
these competencies as represented in the social influence subscale, are all considered desirable 
assets in a leadership position (e.g. Hogan & Shelton, 1998; Klein et al., 2006; Pfeffer, 2009).  

The subscales of stress immunity and fearlessness in the facet of PPI-R boldness are 
additionally connected to desirable leadership traits. Indeed, the study by Hill and Scott (2019), 
grouped the different traits outlined in advertisements for diverse high profile leadership positions 
and found characterizations that appear similar to the subscales of stress immunity and fearlessness 
of the facet of boldness such as a propensity for risk-taking, not afraid to make tough business 
decisions, daring, high self-assurance, and gets the hard job done (Hill & Scott, 2019).  

This combination of high social dominance, interpersonal efficacy, and stress resilience, 
combined with a desire for excitement and risk in the facet of boldness as operationalized either 
through the TriPM or the PPI-R may most closely represent the outward façade of attractiveness 
a psychopathic leader can present. As many of these traits are already intrinsically highly desirable 
in a leadership profile, psychopathic leaders can utilize these traits to also effectively camouflage 
their undesirable psychopathic meanness traits, such as their low levels of affiliation, callousness, 
low integrity, and egotistical pursuit of personal objectives (Sanecka, 2013). We argue that 
psychopathic leaders do this by employing their high levels of social efficacy into impression 
management tactics (Sanecka, 2013).  

The outward attractiveness of psychopathic leaders high in the facet of boldness may also be 
confirmed through the boldness-related adaptive outcomes found in several studies. These 
adaptive outcomes are all connected to traits and behaviors sought after in leaders. In the affective 
domain, boldness is positively related to low levels of stress and fear, high levels of well-being, 
emotional stability, resilience in the presence of uncertainty (Blonigen et al. 2010; Drislane et al., 
2014; Patrick et al., 2009; Sellbom et al., 2005; Witt et al., 2009a). In the interpersonal domain, 
boldness is positively linked to charm, self-assurance, interpersonal potency, extraversion, 
persuasiveness, low hostility, leadership/authority, perspective taking, low social distress (Almeida 
et al., 2015; Blagov et al., 2016; Donnelan & Burt, 2015; Drislane et al., 2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; 
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Marcus et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2001; Patrick et al., 2009: Poy et al., 2014; Sica et al., 2015). Finally, 
in the lifestyle domain, boldness is associated with achievement, conscientiousness, functional 
impulsivity, novelty seeking, and cognitive flexibility (Claes et al., 2009; Crego & Widiger, 2014; 
Drislane et al., 2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2015b; Poy et al., 2014; Sellbom & Philips 2007; Stanley et al., 
2013).  
 
4.4.4.4 Impression management may mask maladaptive outcomes 

The aforementioned adaptive traits notwithstanding, boldness is also connected to a range of 
maladaptive outcomes. Whether boldness in psychopathic leadership is connected to adaptive or 
maladaptive outcomes may depend on the levels of social influence in the facet of boldness. High 
levels of social influence are most closely associated with impression management; these 
impression management tools in turn may allow the psychopathic leader to mask the unfavorable 
traits and behaviors (Schütte et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, boldness shows overlap with meanness and disinhibition within the Triarchic 
model (see figure 4.1) as confirmed by most studies with the TriPM and some with the PPI-R. 
Based on the overlap of boldness with meanness and disinhibition, this chapter theorizes that in 
the studies that show maladaptive outcomes of boldness, these studies may also show higher levels 
of meanness and disinhibition (Blagov et al., 2016; Gaughan et al., 2009, Uzieblo et al., 2007; Witt 
et al., 2009a, 2009b).  

Indeed, the maladaptive outcomes related to boldness in these studies are also connected to 
higher levels of meanness such as the relations between boldness and callousness, rebellious 
nonconformity, unemotional features, Machiavellian egocentrism, immorality, low agreeableness, 
low affective empathy, lack of guilt, low empathetic concern, manipulativeness, antagonism, verbal 
aggression, and non-physical victimization (Blagov et al., 2016; Claes et al., 2009; Donnelan & Burt, 
2015; Drislane et al., 2014; Fanti et al., 2016; Gatner et al., 2016; Hughes, 2016; Lilienfeld et al., 
2012b; Palmen et al., 2019; Rodrigo, 2016; Sellbom & Philips, 2013; Sokić & Ljubin-Golub, 2019; 
Sica et al., 2015; Strickland et al., 2013; Uzieblo et al., 2010; Witt et al., 2009). 

Other maladaptive associations that were found in connection to boldness have also been 
found to be related to higher levels of disinhibition, such as the connection between boldness and 
higher levels of motor impulsivity, low behavioral inhibition, pro-active aggression; lack of 
planfulness, and an erratic lifestyle (Benning et al., 2018; Hecht et al., 2016; Lilienfeld & Widows, 
2005; Ray et al., 2009; Sellbom & Philips, 2013; Sokić & Ljubin-Golub, 2019; Uzieblo et al., 2007). 

There are, however, also some maladaptive outcomes that may be exclusively related to the 
facet of boldness such as higher levels of narcissism, the need for power, grandiosity, entitlement, 
exhibitionism, and a lack of modesty (Blagov et al., 2016; Donnelan & Burt, 2015; Drislane et al., 
2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Palmen et al., 2019; Sellbom & Philips, 2013). Although the traits of 
grandiosity, narcissism, lack of modesty, the need for power, entitlement, and exhibitionism may 
draw psychopathic individuals who are high in boldness toward leadership positions (Lilienfeld et 
al., 2014; Palmen et al., 2021; Yildirim & Derksen, 2015a), they are considered unfavorable traits in 
leadership (Palmen et al., 2021; Sanecka, 2013). Whether psychopathic leaders are able to effectively 
hide these undesirable traits from others may depend on their level of social efficacy in the facet 
of boldness, as this may allow them to successfully employ their impression management skills 
(Babiak et al., 2010; Sanecka, 2013; Schütte et al., 2018).  
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Cleckley, 1941/1976; Dutton, 2012; Gao & Raine, 2010; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Lykken, 1995; 
Widom, 1978).  

The second moderating trait in the profile of the psychopathic leader is that of sensation 
seeking. Although high impulsivity is considered a core trait in incarcerated psychopathic samples, 
it has been questioned whether it is a vital factor in more ‘successful’ psychopathic samples (Gao 
& Raine, 2010; Palmen et al., 2019; Poythress & Hall, 2011). Palmen et al. (2019) investigated the 
associations between the different types of impulsivity as represented in the UPPS-Model 
(Whiteside & Lynam, 2001) and levels of adaptiveness and maladaptiveness in psychopathy. From 
the four domains in the UPPS-Model (urgency, lack of perseverance, lack of premeditation, and 
sensation seeking), sensation seeking was found to be most strongly connected to adaptiveness in 
the analyzed studies.  

Furthermore, sensation seeking was found to most related to trait high self-control, the first 
moderating trait in the PL-model (Palmen et al., 2019). Based on this study, Palmen et al. (2019) 
conclude that sensation seeking in conjunction with trait high self-control may most strongly 
support the ‘success’ of psychopathic individuals in leadership, as compared to institutionalized 
psychopathic samples. Sensation seeking may additionally function as a motivator in psychopathic 
leadership, as the need for more exhilarating environments may be satisfied by certain high profile 
positions in business and politics.  

The third moderator in the PL-model is the trait need for domination. This trait may function 
as a behavioral motivator in this profile, as psychopathic individuals from the controlled primary 
psychopathy type may be especially driven to seek out leadership because of their preference to 
have power and control over other people (e.g. Fennimore & Sementelli, 2016; Glenn et al., 2017; 
Hodson et al., 2009; Kramer et al., 2011). Palmen and colleagues (2021) propose that the trait need 
for domination functions as a behavioral motivator in psychopathic leadership; this need for 
domination may clarify the estimated high prevalence of psychopathic leadership (Palmen et al., 
2021). 
 
4.4.5.1 Boldness in psychopathic leadership 

This chapter focused on the outward attractiveness in certain psychopathic types which may 
conceal the incompetence and the antisocial conduct in psychopathy and in psychopathic 
leadership. It has been proposed that this outward façade of attractiveness in psychopathic 
leadership may be best represented by the facet of psychopathic boldness. In this chapter it has 
been outlined that although psychopathic boldness is highly debated among scholars of 
psychopathy, we propose that psychopathic boldness is a vital part of psychopathic leadership.  

In this chapter it has been argued that the most fundamental critique of boldness in 
psychopathy – that psychopathic boldness is associated with adaptiveness – can actually be seen as 
crucial to the argument that boldness is of critical significance in ‘successful’ manifestations of 
psychopathy and especially in psychopathic leadership (Hall & Benning, 2006). It has been 
suggested that the adaptive outcomes of psychopathic boldness are foremost beneficial for 
psychopathic leaders themselves and may be primarily maladaptive for the environments in which 
psychopathic leaders operate. Therefore, it has been asserted that the adaptiveness related to 
psychopathic boldness is ambiguous and may better be defined as ‘adaptiveness’.  

Finally, it has been proposed that boldness in psychopathy may be employed by psychopathic 
leaders through the use of impression management techniques. The impression management 
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techniques enable these psychopathic leaders to create an adaptive façade of a competent, 
charming, and powerful leader. These techniques allow them to maneuver themselves into 
positions of leadership in for-profit or nonprofit environments where they are often able to 
successfully remain, regardless of incompetence or immoral behavior (Babiak et al., 2010; Mullins-
Sweatt et al., 2010; Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Neo et al., 2018). 
 
4.4.5.2 Boldness in the elaborated model of the psychopathic leader (the PL-model) 

In psychopathic leadership, a specific manifestation of ‘successful’ psychopathy, a combination of 
psychopathic traits and non-psychopathic traits may lead to both ‘adaptive’ and maladaptive 
outcomes. In the model of the psychopathic leader (the PL-model), the core group of traits is 
represented by the Factor 1 traits (interpersonal and affective traits) and fearlessness; these are 
combined with three moderating factors: high self-control, sensation seeking, and the need for 
domination.  

Working in concert, this group of traits may have ‘adaptive’ qualities that may support 
psychopathic leaders in achieving their personal objectives. However, the outcomes for the 
environment of such a psychopathic leader may be primarily maladaptive. Based on the analyses 
on the significance of boldness to psychopathic leadership in this chapter the previous version of 
the model of the psychopathic leader will be refined (the PL-model; Palmen et al., 2019) by 
including the facet of boldness (see figure 4.2). The next section will delineate in which ways 
boldness may intertwine with the different aspects of the elaborated model of the psychopathic 
leader.  
 
4.4.5.2.1 Boldness, fearlessness, sensation seeking and high self-control in the PL-model 

Based on the findings outlined in this chapter and the overview of the adaptive and maladaptive 
outcomes of boldness, it has been argued that in the PL-model boldness shows moderate to high 
overlap with fearlessness and moderate overlap with sensation seeking. Fearlessness, as well as 
venturesomeness and excitement seeking (highly related to sensation seeking), are all lower order 
facets of psychopathic boldness in the Triarchic model and its most important operationalizations: 
the TriPM and the PPI-R. Furthermore, the studies on the adaptive and maladaptive outcomes of 
boldness outlined in this chapter have also found correlations between boldness and both 
fearlessness (Blonigen et al., 2010; Drislane et al., 2014; Patrick et al., 2009; Sellbom et al., 2005; 
Marcus et al., 2013; Witt et al., 2009b) and sensation seeking (Benning et al., 2005b; Drislane & 
Patrick, 2017; Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005; Sellbom & Philips, 2013; Sokić & Ljubin-Golub, 2019; 
Uzieblo et al., 2007; Weidacker et al., 2017).  

Moreover, Whiteside and Lynam (2001) found in their research that from the four domains 
of impulsivity (urgency, lack of premeditation, lack of perseverance, sensation seeking), sensation 
seeking is described as the only impulsivity domain that is related to forethought, planfulness, and 
inhibitory control, all behavioral traits that require high levels of self-control.  

Palmen et al. (2019) analyzed the relations between boldness and sensation seeking in more 
detail and found that boldness was not connected to operationalizations of sensation seeking that 
reflect restlessness and negative emotionality. In Zuckerman’s (1990) conceptualization of 
sensation seeking, sensation seeking is operationalized in four different concepts. Boldness was not 
correlated to the concepts of Disinhibition (Dis) and Boredom Susceptibility (BS); however, 
boldness was related to Thrill and Adventure Seeking (TAS) as well as to Experience Seeking (ES) 
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(Benning et al., 2005a, 2005b; Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005; Sellbom & Philips, 2013). Thrill and 
Adventure Seeking (TAS) and Experience Seeking (ES) may be more related to the facet of 
sensation seeking as defined in the study by Whiteside and Lynam (2001), in which sensation 
seeking is regarded as a desire for new exciting experiences without thoughtlessness when acting 
on these desires (Palmen et al., 2019; Poythress & Hall, 2011).  

These findings on the relations between boldness and fearlessness, sensation seeking and 
higher levels of self-control are also established in studies that researched physiological responses 
to certain stimuli in psychopathic individuals. These studies showed that PPI-FD boldness is 
connected to deficits in the response to threatening and fearful stimuli, but is unrelated to defects 
in inhibitory control (Benning et al., 2005a, 2005b). 
 
4.4.5.2.2 Boldness and the need for domination in the PL-model 

Palmen et al. (2021) analyzed the motivations for psychopathic individuals to seek out leadership 
positions and proposed that a need for domination may be an important motivational factor in this 
context. Although most scholars regard dominance motivation to be a central part of psychopathy, 
in the research of psychopathy and specifically of psychopathic leadership, data on this subject are 
still scarce.  

However, several studies in subclinical psychopathy samples have found the association 
between the need for domination and psychopathy (Dowgwillo & Pincus, 2017; Fanti et al., 2016; 
Glenn et al., 2017: Hodson et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; Jones & 
Figueredo, 2013; Kajonius et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2013; Lobbestael et al., 2018; Rauthmann & 
Kohler, 2013; Semenyna & Honey, 2015).  

Some studies found boldness as operationalized through PPI-R Fearless Dominance to be 
positively associated with the need for domination (Benning et al., 2005b; Fanti et al., 2016; 
Lilienfeld et al., 2012b; Tellegen & Waller, 2008). Lobbestael et al. (2018) found the same positive 
associations between boldness and the need to dominate in an interpersonal context with the use 
of the TriPM. Lilienfeld et al. (2012b) found a connection between boldness and the need for 
domination specifically in psychopathic leadership. 
 
4.4.5.2.3 Boldness and PCL-R Factor 1 in the PL-model 

In the model of the psychopathic leader the interpersonal and affective Factor 1 traits represent 
the core group of traits in this model (in combination with fearlessness (Palmen et al., 2018, 2019, 
2021). However, in the debate on boldness in psychopathy, one major point of contention is 
whether or not there is a lack of correlation between boldness and the PCL-R (Lilienfeld et al., 
2018).  

Several studies found weak correlations between boldness as operationalized through the PPI-
R Fearless Dominance and the PCL-R and its derivates (Lilienfeld et al., 2018; Marcus et al., 2013; 
Miller & Lynam, 2012). Others studies have shown that there are modest associations between 
Factor 1 and boldness, specifically with the interpersonal facet of the PCL-R (Hall et al., 2014; 
Murphy et al., 2016; Venables et al., 2014; Wall et al., 2015). Murphy and colleagues (2016) 
researched the incremental validity of boldness, as operationalized through the PPI-FD and the 
PPI-Tri-Boldness (operationalizing the boldness facet of the Triarchic Model), in a sample of 
1565 offenders. Both operationalizations of boldness predicted the interpersonal facet of Factor 1 
of the PCL-R better than for PPI-R coldheartedness or PPI-Tri-Meanness, or for PPI Self-
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assessment instrument (Hare, 1991, 2003). In addition, the PCL-R manual recommends two 
assessors for every assessment to increase validity. Moreover, when scoring the PCL-R, interviews 
should be conducted in combination with an extensive review of the assessed individual’s dossier 
to compare documented facts with the interview content (Hare, 1991, 2003). These thorough 
precautions are imperative when diagnosing psychopathy using the PCL-R, primarily because 
psychopathic individuals are especially adept at using impression management to create an effective 
façade (Babiak et al., 2010; Häkkänen-Nyholm & Hare, 2009; Porter & Woodworth, 2007; Porter 
et al., 2009; Seto & Barbaree, 1999).  

The impression management skills in certain psychopathic individuals are also underlined in 
the CPI-R/3R. The CPI-R/3R, which assesses psychopathy in corporate settings, employs 
different conceptualizations of boldness in the self-report version and the third-party version. 
Although both the self-report version and the third-party version of the CPI measure the facet of 
boldness, this facet is conceptualized as boldness in the self-report measure and as adaptive façade in 
the third-party measure. The conceptualization of boldness as adaptive façade in the third party 
version is indicative of the instrumental use of the facet of boldness by psychopathic individuals as 
an impression management tool. The facet of boldness employed by psychopathic individuals 
appears to be socially adaptive outwardly but may instead be an ‘adaptive’ social façade to 
instrumentally conceal underlying maladaptive motivations.  

This difference between a self-report assessment and a third-party assessment to measure 
psychopathy may be important in the debate concerning adaptiveness and maladaptiveness of 
certain psychopathic traits such as those expressed through the facet of boldness. In a self-report 
version to measure psychopathy, the adaptive outcomes of boldness are apparent for the 
psychopathic individual as through the traits of boldness psychopathic individuals can attain their 
antisocial goals, more easily. However, as conceptualized in a third party assessment to measure 
psychopathy, boldness is an impression management tool to conceal antisocial motivations. Thus, 
for those people that are first charmed by a psychopathic individual may end up being manipulated 
and conceived through the social poise of these individuals. The facet of boldness will eventually 
be connected to maladaptive outcomes for those conceived individuals interacting with 
psychopathic individual high in boldness.  

Those instruments that operationalize the more adaptive traits of psychopathy such as the 
social attractiveness in antisocial wordings such as the PCL-R (glib, insincere, superficial), may 
primarily show associations with maladaptive and antisocial outcomes in research. In contrast, 
research utilizing those instruments that operationalize these outward socially adaptive traits in 
words that reflect Cleckley’s mask may discover more adaptive outcomes of psychopathy 
(1941/1976). For the reasons outlined in this chapter it is important to explicitly include the facet 
of boldness in the model of the psychopathic leader in addition to PCL-R Factor 1. For the 
elaborated model of the psychopathic leader (the PL-model) see figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. The elaborated model of the psychopathic leader (the PL-model): boldness and its theorized interactions with 
other traits in the PL-model.  
 
 
 
 
 
4.5   Conclusions and Future Directions 
  
In this chapter the relevance of boldness to psychopathic leadership has been discussed. It has 
been proposed that the traits in the facet of boldness may clarify the outward attractiveness of 
psychopathic leaders. It was argued that the ‘adaptive’ qualities of the traits of boldness may enable 
psychopathic individuals to employ impression management tactics to outwardly present 
themselves as the charismatic and courageous leader sought after by organizations.     

Furthermore, in the process of outlining the importance of boldness in psychopathic 
leadership some vital issues were discussed that may illuminate and help to resolve certain matters 
of contention in the academic dialogue on the specific role of boldness to psychopathy. In the next 
section the most significant conclusions, which should be the focus of attention in future 
discussions on psychopathic boldness, are summarized.  
 
Four main suggestions for the advancement of the academic dialogue on psychopathic 
boldness 
First, the most important issue in resolving the debate whether boldness is part of psychopathy 
may lie in defining what is psychopathy and what is not psychopathy. This also holds true for other 
debated facets such as impulsivity and criminality. It has been argued that one way to find answers 
to these questions is by establishing which traits are core to psychopathy and which traits are not. 
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Studies indicate that the best candidates for the group of core traits in psychopathy may be PCL-R 
Factor 1, meanness in the TriPM, and coldheartedness in the PPI-R.  

In defining psychopathy it is vital to acknowledge that there is agreement that psychopathy is 
a combination of different facets in the psychopathic profile. Even though most scholars agree 
that antisociality is part of psychopathy (or at least a definite outcome), when antisociality is not 
combined with the core traits of psychopathy such as lack of affiliation, shallow affect, and low 
empathy it may in fact be ASPD, rather than psychopathy (Venables et al., 2014; Wall et al., 2015). 
In the same vein, it is posited that the facet of boldness in the absence of meanness, does not 
represent psychopathic boldness (or psychopathy), but may instead be regarded as a representation 
of stable extraversion.  

Second, one path to connect the different standpoints on boldness in psychopathy may be to 
accept the possibility that there is a diversity of manifestations of psychopathy (e.g. Hicks & 
Drislane, 2018; Mokros et al., 2015; Yildirim & Derksen 2013, 2015a). Each manifestation may 
typify a specific psychopathy subtype comprising a group of core traits and a group of specifiers. 
It may be helpful to consider categorizing these variations of subtypes of psychopathy under the 
umbrella of the broader division of primary and secondary psychopathy. The theoretical continuum 
of Yildirim and Derksen (2015a), outlined earlier in this chapter, may help to classify where every 
subtype may best fit on the continuum from primary to secondary psychopathy.  

Whether boldness (or impulsivity or criminality) is an essential part of psychopathy may 
depend on the studied subtype within the primary or secondary psychopathic continuum. Some 
scholars have regarded primary psychopathy to be the only ‘true’ form of psychopathy (e.g. Lykken, 
1996). If that is the case, boldness may be an essential part of psychopathy. When psychopathy is 
regarded as a continuum of both primary and secondary subtypes (Yildirim & Derksen, 2015a), 
then boldness is an essential part of the two primary types, but not of the two secondary types.  

Furthermore, a diversity of well-validated assessment instruments to measure these different 
psychopathy subtypes are of vital importance to future research. Some of these instruments may 
be better equipped for measuring psychopathy in unsuccessful psychopathic subtypes in prison 
and forensic samples (e.g. the PCL-R) and others may be better suited for assessing ‘successful’ 
manifestations of the more ‘adaptive’ psychopathic subtypes such as psychopathic leadership (e.g. 
the PPI-R). 

Third, the academic dispute regarding adaptive versus maladaptive outcomes must be 
addressed: whether psychopathy or facets of psychopathy such as boldness can be related to 
adaptive outcomes or whether all outcomes of the psychopathic profile, or facets of the 
psychopathic profile are per definition maladaptive. It is argued that although boldness in a non-
psychopathic profile may be largely associated with adaptiveness, psychopathic boldness may be 
related to adaptive and additionally to maladaptive outcomes.  

As discussed earlier, it has been argued that psychopathic boldness may be adaptive for 
psychopathic individuals themselves (except when in combination with high levels of 
disinhibition). In contrast, the organizations and individuals interacting with such psychopathic 
individuals may primarily experience maladaptive outcomes connected to the psychopathic 
boldness of these psychopathic individuals. Therefore it is proposed to refer to ‘adaptiveness’ in 
connection to the outcomes of psychopathic boldness to indicate the semantic ambiguity. 

Fourth, it is hypothesized that the higher associations between boldness and adaptiveness than 
between boldness and maladaptiveness may be explained by the operationalization of boldness in 
the PPI-R and in the TriPM. In contrast to the PCL-R, the ‘adaptive’ traits in psychopathy such as 
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to the adaptiveness and successfulness for the psychopathic individual themselves and not for their 
environments, and may therefore better be defined as ‘adaptiveness’ and ‘successfulness’. 
 
  



Chapter 4 

180 

References  

 

 

 

Almeida P. R., Seixas M. J., Ferreira-Santos F., Vieira J. B., Paiva T. O., Moreira P. S., & Costa P. 
(2015). Empathic, moral and antisocial outcomes associated with distinct components of 
psychopathy in healthy individuals: A triarchic model approach. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 85, 205–11. 

Amaral, A. A., Powell, D. M., & Ho, J. L. (2019). Why does impression management positively 
influence interview ratings? The mediating role of competence and warmth. International Journal 
of Selection and Assessment, 27, 315–327. 

American Psychiatric Association. (2013a). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders 
(5th edition). Arlington, VA: APA. 

American Psychiatric Association. (2013b). The Personality Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-5) — Adults. 
Anderson, J. L., Sellbom, M., Wygant, D. B., Salekin, R. T., & Krueger, R. F. (2014). Examining 

the associations between DSM-5 Section III antisocial personality disorder traits and 
psychopathy in community and university samples. Journal of Personality Disorders 28(5), 675-697.  

Avolio, B. J., & Bass, B. M. (1991). The full range of leadership development: Basic and advanced manuals. 
Binghamton, NY: Bass, Avolio & Associates. 

Avolio, B. J., & Bass, B. M. (2004). Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire: Manual and Sampler Set. Mind 
Garden Incorporated. 

Avolio, B. J., Bass, B. M., & Jung D. I. (1999). Re-examining the components of transformational 
and transactional leadership using the multifactor leadership questionnaire. Journal of 
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 72, 441-462. 

Babiak, P. (1995). When psychopaths go to work: A case study of an industrial psychopath. Applied 
Psychology: An international review, 44, 171-188. 

Babiak, P. (1996). Psychopathic manipulation in organizations: Pawns, patrons, and patsies. In D. J. 
Cooke, A. E. Forth, J. P. Newman, & R. D. Hare (Eds.), Issues in criminological and legal psychology: 
No international perspective on psychopathy (pp. 12-17). Leicester, UK: British psychological Society. 

Babiak, P. (2007). From darkness into the light: Psychopathy in industrial and organizational 
psychology. In H. Herve, & J. C. Yuille (Eds.), The psychopath: Theory, research, and practice 
(pp. 411-428). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.    

Babiak, P. (2016). Psychopathic manipulation at work. In C. Gacono (Ed.), The clinical and forensic 
assessment of psychopathy: A practioner’s guide (pp. 287-311). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.      

Babiak, P., & Hare, R. D. (2007). Snakes in suits: When psychopaths go to work. New York, NY: Regan 
Books. 

Babiak, P., & Hare, R. D. (2019). Snakes in Suits, Revised Edition: Understanding and Surviving the 
Psychopaths in Your Office. Harper Collins Publishers. 

Babiak, P., Neumann, C. S., & Hare, R. D. (2010). Corporate psychopathy: Talking the walk. 
Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 28(2), 174-193.  

Barrick, M. R., Shaffer, J. A., & DeGrassi, S. W. (2009). What you see may not be what you get: 
Relationships among self-presentation tactics and ratings of interview and job performance. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 94, 1394– 1411. 



Chapter 4 

182 

Boddy, C. R. (2011). The corporate psychopaths theory of the global financial crisis. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 102(2), 255–259.  

Boddy, C. R., & Taplin, R. (2017). A note on workplace psychopathic bullying: Measuring its 
frequency and severity. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 34, 117–119.  

Boddy, C. R., Ladyshewsky, R. K., & Galvin, P. (2010). The influence of corporate psychopaths 
on corporate social responsibility and organizational commitment to employees. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 97(1), 1–19.  

Bouncken, R., Cesinger, B., & Tiberius, V. (2020). Narcissism, Machiavellianism, and Psychopathy 
of Top Managers – can Entrepreneurial Orientation secure Performance? International Journal 
of Entrepreneurial Venturing, accepted. 

Bourdage, J. S., Roulin, N., & Tarraf, R. (2015). “Further validation of the interview honest impression 
management measure.” Philadelphia, PA: Paper Presented at the 30th Annual Conference of the 
Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology. 

Brook, M., & Kosson, D. S. (2013). Impaired cognitive empathy in criminal psychopathy: Evidence 
from a laboratory measure of empathic accuracy. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 122(1), 156-166. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030261 

Brooks, N. (2017). Understanding the manifestations of psychopathic personality traits across populations 
(Doctoral thesis). 

Brooks, N., & Fritzon, K. (2020). The assessment of psychopathic personality across settings. In 
Corporate Psychopathy (pp. 107–149). Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Brooks, N., Fritzon, K., Watt, B., Duncan, K., & Madsen, L. (2020). Criminal and noncriminal 
psychopathy: the devil is in the detail. In Corporate Psychopathy (pp. 79–105). Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan.   

Bucy, P. H., Formby, E. P., Raspanti, M. S., & Rooney, K. E. (2008). Why do they do it: The 
motives, mores, and character of white collar criminals. St. John’s Law Review, 82, 401–572. 

Budworth, M. H., & Mann, S. L. (2010). Becoming a leader: The challenge of modesty for women. 
Journal of Management Development, 29, 177–186.                                     

Buss, D. M. (1981). Sex differences in the evaluation and performance of dominant acts. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 40, 147–154.                                                                       

Cangemi, J. P., & Pfohl, W. (2009). Sociopaths in high places. Organization Development Journal, 27, 
85-96.                                                                                                           

Chiaburu, D. S., Munoz, G. J., & Gardner, R. G. (2013). How to spot a careerist early on: 
Psychopathy and exchange ideology as predictors of careerism. Journal of Business Ethics, 118(3), 
473-486. 

Claes, L., Vertommen, S., Soenens, B., Eyskens, A., & Vertommen, H. (2009). Validation of the 
Psychopathic Personality Inventory Among Psychiatric Inpatients: Sociodemographic, 
Cognitive and Personality Correlates. Journal of personality disorders, 23(5).  

Clarke, J. (2005). Working with monsters: How to identify and protect yourself from the workplace psychopath. 
Sydney, Australia: Random House. 

Cleckley, H. (1941). The mask of sanity. St. Louis, MO: Mosby. 
Cleckley, H. (1946). Psychopath: a problem for society. Federal Probation Journal, 10, 22-28. 
Cleckley, H. (1976). The mask of sanity. St. Louis, MO: Mosby. (Original published work 1941.) 
Cooke, D. J., & Logan, C. (2015). Capturing clinical complexity: Towards a personality-oriented 

measure of psychopathy. Journal of Criminal Justice, 43(4), 262-273.  

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030261
https://scholar.google.be/scholar?oi=bibs&cluster=8789989994187297006&btnI=1&hl=nl
https://scholar.google.be/scholar?oi=bibs&cluster=8789989994187297006&btnI=1&hl=nl


A clarification for the outward attractiveness of psychopathic leaders 

183 

Cooke, D. J., & Logan, C. (2018). Capturing psychopathic personality: Penetrating the mask of sanity through 
clinical interview. In C. J. Patrick (Ed.), Handbook of psychopathy (pp. 189–210). The Guilford Press.                                    

Cooke, D. J., & Michie, C. (2001). Refining the construct of psychopathy: Towards a hierarchical 
model. Psychological Assessment, 13(2), 171–188.  

Cooke, D. J., Hart, S., Logan, C., & Michi, C. (2012). Explicating the concept of psychopathy: 
Development and validation of a conceptual model, the Comprehensive Assessment of 
Psychopathic Personality (CAPP). International Journal of Forensic mental Health, 11(4), 242-252. 

Crego, C., & Widiger, T. (2014). Psychopathy and the DSM. Journal of Personality, 83, 665-677.                                                                        
Crego, C., & Widiger, T. A. (2016). Cleckley’s psychopaths: Revisited. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 

125, 75–87. 
Croom, S. (2020). Empirical findings related to psychopathy. In K. Fritzon, N. Brooks, & S. Croom 

(2020), Corporate Psychopathy (pp. 151-171). Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan.   
Digman, J. M. (1990). Personality structure: Emergence of the five-factor model Annual Review of 

Psychology, 41, 417-440 
Donnellan, M. B., & Burt, S. A. (2015). A Further Evaluation of the Triarchic Conceptualization 

of Psychopathy in College Students. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, Published 
online, 1-11 

Dowgwillo, E. A., & Pincus, A. L. (2017). Differentiating dark triad traits within and across 
interpersonal circumplex surfaces. Assessment, 24, 24–44. 

Drislane, L., & Patrick C. J. (2017). Integrating Alternative Conceptions of Psychopathic 
Personality: A Latent Variable Model of Triarchic Psychopathy Constructs. Journal of Personality 
Disorders, 31(1). 

Drislane, L. E., Patrick, C. J., & Arsal, G. (2014). Clarifying the content coverage of differing 
psychopathy inventories through reference to the Triarchic psychopathy measure. Psychological 
Assessment, 26(2), 350–362 

Dutton, K. (2012). The wisdom of psychopaths. London, UK: William Heinemann. 
Eagly, A. H., & Karau, S. J. (1991). Gender and the emergence of leaders: A meta-analysis. Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 685–710. 
Edens, J. F., Poythress, N. G., Lilienfeld, S. O., Patrick, C. J., & Test, A. (2008). Further evidence 

of the divergent correlates of the Psychopathic Personality Inventory factors: Prediction of 
institutional misconduct among male prisoners. Psychological Assessment, 20(1), 86-91. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/1040-3590.20.1.86  

Eva, N., Robin, M., Sendjaya, S., van Dierendonck, D., & Liden, R. C. (2019). Servant Leadership: 
A systematic review and call for future research. The Leadership Quarterly, 30, 111–132. 

Fanti, K. A., Kyranides, M. N., Drislane, L. E., Colins, O. F., & Andershed, H. (2016). Validation 
of the Greek Cypriot translation of the Triarchic Psychopathy Measure. Journal of Personality 
Assessment, 98(2), 146-154. 

Fennimore, A., & Sementelli, A. (2016). Public entrepreneurship and sub-clinical psychopaths: A 
conceptual frame and implications. International Journal of Public Sector Management, 29(6), 
612-634. 

Ferris, G. R., Treadway, D. C., Kolodinsky, R. W., Hochwarter, W. A., Kacmar, C. J., Douglas, C., 
& Frink, D. D. (2005). Development and validation of the Political Skill Inventory. Journal of 
Management, 31, 126-152.                                                                                     

Ferris, G. R., Treadway, D. C., Perrewe, P. L., Brouer, R. L., Douglas, C., & Lux, S. (2007). Political 
skill in organizations. Journal of Management, 33, 290-320. 

https://guilfordjournals.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Drislane%2C+Laura+E
https://guilfordjournals.com/journal/pedi
https://guilfordjournals.com/journal/pedi
https://guilfordjournals.com/toc/pedi/31/1
https://doi.org/10.1037/1040-3590.20.1.86


A clarification for the outward attractiveness of psychopathic leaders 

185 

Hare, R. D. (1980). A research scale for the assessment of psychopathy in criminal populations. 
Personality and Individual Differences, 1, 111−119. 

Hare, R. D. (1991). The Hare Psychopathy Checklist: Revised manual. Toronto, Canada: Multi-Health 
Systems. 

Hare, R. D. (1993). Without conscience: The disturbing world of the psychopaths among us. New York, NY: 
Simon & Schuster. 

Hare, R. D. (1996). Psychopathy: A clinical construct whose time has come. Criminal Justice and 
Behavior, 23, 25–54.  

Hare, R. D. (1999). Without conscience: The disturbing world of psychopaths among us. New York, NY: 
Guilford Press. 

Hare, R. D. (2002). The predators among us. Keynote address to the Canadian police association annual 
general meeting (St. John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador, August 27). 

Hare, R. D. (2003). The Hare psychopathy checklist-revised (2nd edition). Toronto, Canada: Multi-Health 
Systems. 

Hare, R. D., & Neumann, C. S. (2010). The role of antisociality in the psychopathy construct: 
Comment on Skeem & Cooke (2010). Psychological Assessment, 22(2), 433–445. 

Hare, R. D., Neumann, C. S., & Mokros, A. (2018). The PCL–R assessment of psychopathy: 
Development, properties, debates, and new directions. In C. J. Patrick (Ed.), Handbook of 
psychopathy (2nd edition). New York, NY: Guilford Press.  

Harpur, T. J., Hakstian, A. R., & Hare, R. D. (1988). Factor structure of the psychopathy checklist. 
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 56(5), 741–747. 

Häkkänen-Nyholm, H., & & Hare, R. D. (2009). Psychopathy, Homicide, and the Courts: Working 
the System. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 36(8), 761-777.  

Hecht, L. K., Berg, J. M., Lilienfeld, S. O., & Latzman, R. D. (2016). Parsing the heterogeneity of 
psychopathy and aggression: Differential associations across dimensions and gender. Personality 
Disorders: Theory, Research, and Treatment, 7(1), 2–14. https://doi.org/10.1037/per0000128 

Hicks, B. M., & Drislane, L. E. (2018). Variants (’’Subtypes’’) of psychopathy. In C. J. Patrick (Ed.), 
Handbook of psychopathy (2nd edition, pp. 585–608). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

Hicks, B. M., & Patrick, C. J. (2006). Psychopathy and negative emotionality: Analyses of 
suppressor effects reveal distinct relations with emotional distress, fearfulness, and anger-
hostility. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 115(2), 276–287. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-
843X.115.2.276 

Hicks, B. M., Markon, K. E., Patrick, C. J., Krueger, R. F., & Newman, J. P. (2004). Identifying 
psychopathy subtypes on the basis of personality structure. Psychological Assessment, 16, 276-288. 

Hicks, B. M., Vaidyanathan, U., & Patrick, C. J. (2010). Validating female psychopathy subtypes: 
Differences in personality, antisocial and violent behavior, substance abuse, trauma, and 
mental health. Personality Disorders: Theory, Research, and Treatment, 1(1), 38-57. 

Hilbig, B., & Zettler, I. (2015). “ When the Cat's Away, Some Mice Will Play: A Basic Trait Account 
of Dishonest Behavior.” Journal of Research in Personality, 57, 72–88. 

Hill, D., & Scott, H. (2019). “Climbing the corporate ladder: Desired leadership skills and successful 
psychopaths.” Journal of Financial Crime, 26(3), 881-896. https://doi.org/10.1108/JFC-11-
2018-0117  

Hodson, G., Hogg, S. M., & MacInnis, C. C. (2009). The role of ‘dark’ personalities (narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, psychopathy), Big Five personality factors, and ideology in explaining 
prejudice. Journal of Research in Personality, 43, 686–690.   

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0093854809336946
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0093854809336946
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/per0000128
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0021-843X.115.2.276
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0021-843X.115.2.276
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Dallas%20Hill
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Hannah%20Scott
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1359-0790
https://doi.org/10.1108/JFC-11-2018-0117
https://doi.org/10.1108/JFC-11-2018-0117




















Chapter 5 

208 

Differences in the levels of Self-control and different levels and operationalizations of Impulsivity and 
Sensation seeking 
Based on the review study of Yildirim and Derksen (2015) in combination with data from studies 
on psychopathic leadership and ‘successful’ psychopathy, this thesis proposed that in the profile of 
the psychopathic leader the levels of self-control may be higher than in the ‘traditional’ profile of 
incarcerated psychopathic samples (Palmen et al., 2019).  

Moreover, there may also be an important distinction between the two profiles regarding not 
only the levels of impulsivity in each profile but also the specific operationalization of impulsivity 
in each profile. Impulsivity in the profile of the psychopathic leader may be conceptualized more 
through forms of impulsivity not only connected to emotional positivity, but also to forethought 
and self-control (Palmen et al., 2019).  

Based on the review of the literature and research on the different conceptualizations of 
impulsivity in ‘successful’ and unsuccessful psychopathy types, this thesis theorized that impulsivity 
in psychopathic leadership may best be represented through the concept of sensation seeking. More 
specifically, sensation seeking as defined in the lower order scale of thrill- and adventure seeking 
and experience seeking in Zuckerman’s outline of the operationalization of sensation seeking 
(1990) (Palmen et al., 2019).  

In contrast, unsuccessful psychopathic variants, more typically represented as the ‘traditional’ 
criminal psychopathic profile, may on average, not only show higher levels of impulsivity, but may 
show higher levels in all the impulsivity domains as described by Whiteside and Lynam (2001). 
Thus, psychopathic individuals showing this ‘traditional’ psychopathy profile may not only score 
high on the domain of sensation seeking, but also on urgency, lack of premeditation, and lack of 
perseverance. Urgency, lack of premeditation, and lack of perseverance may all be considered as 
traits related to higher levels of maladaptiveness and unsuccessfulness (Palmen et al., 2019; 
Poythress & Hall, 2011). 

Additionally, although two of the conceptualizations in Zuckerman’s domains of sensation 
seeking (1990) (thrill- and adventure seeking and experience seeking) may show more connection 
to positive emotionality and forethought, these more adaptive domains of sensation seeking may 
be connected to psychopathic leadership, but not to the ‘traditional’ psychopathic profile. 
Individuals with a ‘traditional’ psychopathic profile show higher levels of sensation seeking that 
can be described in Zuckerman’s operationalizations of sensation seeking in the scales of 
disinhibition and boredom susceptibility. These scales are both connected to maladaptive outcomes 
(Palmen et al., 2019; Poythress & Hall, 2011; Zuckerman, 1990).  

These theoretical conclusions suggest that in the profile of the psychopathic leader, 
conceptualizations of impulsivity and sensation seeking are not only defined in more adaptive and 
positive terms, they may also be related to higher levels of self-control. The elaborated review on 
the differences in levels of Factor 1, Factor 2, self-control, and diversities in the levels and the 
conceptualization of impulsivity and sensation seeking between the profile of the psychopathic 
leader and the ‘traditional’ psychopathic profile has been published as: Palmen, D.G.C., Derksen, 
J.J.L., & Kolthoff, E.W. (2019). High self-control may support ‘success’ in psychopathic leadership: self-control 
versus impulsivity in psychopathic leadership. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 50, 1-17. See also chapter 2 in 
this manuscript: A clarification of the ‘success’ of the psychopathic leader. 
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Differences in the levels of the Need for Domination  
In stage three of the development of the model of the psychopathic leader, the importance of the 
trait need for domination as a motivational factor in psychopathic leadership, in comparison to the 
‘traditional’ profile of the incarcerated psychopathic individual was investigated. This research led 
to the hypothesis that the levels of the trait need for domination may vary among psychopathy 
subtypes. In the theoretical continuum of Yildirim and Derksen (2015) the levels of the need for 
domination are theorized to be the highest in the controlled primary psychopathy type and in the 
detached secondary psychopathy type in comparison to the other two types in this continuum (the 
disinhibited primary psychopathy type and the unstable secondary psychopathy type). In the first 
phase of the development of the model of the psychopathic leader it was theorized that out of the 
four psychopathy subtypes the controlled primary psychopathy type may be the psychopathy type 
most connected to adaptiveness. When comparing the levels of the trait need for domination in 
the profile of the psychopathic leader with the ‘traditional’ psychopathic profile this thesis 
proposed that in the psychopathic leadership profile these levels may be high and in the ‘traditional’ 
psychopathic profile these levels may vary from low to high depending on which specific 
psychopathic subtype is considered.  

For an elaborated outline of the importance of the trait need for domination in the profile of 
the psychopathic leader see: Palmen, D.G.C., Derksen, J.J.L., & Kolthoff, E.W. (2021). The need for 
domination in psychopathic leadership: A clarification for the estimated high prevalence of psychopathic leadership. 
Aggression and Violent Behavior. 60, 1-16. See also chapter 3: A clarification for the estimated high 
prevalence of psychopathic leaders, in this manuscript. 
 
Differences in the levels of Boldness 
In stage four of the development of the model of the psychopathic leader the focus was on the 
significance of the facet of boldness to psychopathic leadership, in comparison to the ‘traditional’ 
profile of the incarcerated psychopathic individual. Boldness reflects social poise, charm and 
charisma, low levels of fearlessness, and high levels of stress resistance (Lilienfeld et al., 2018).  

This facet of boldness in psychopathy has been at the center of much discussion among 
scholars in the last ten years, primarily because of the higher levels of adaptiveness associated with 
this facet (Lilienfeld et al., 2018; Lynam & Miller, 2012; Miller & Lynam, 2012).  

Boldness in psychopathy represents a group of adaptive features that outwardly appear to 
resemble many of the traits that are considered attractive in a leadership profile (Lilienfeld et al., 
2018). Based on this theory this thesis contrasted boldness in the profile of the psychopathic leader 
with boldness in the ‘traditional’ profile of the incarcerated psychopathic individual. On the 
grounds of an analysis of the findings of this review, this thesis proposes that on average the levels 
of boldness may be higher in the profile of the psychopathic leader than in the ‘traditional’ profile 
of the incarcerated psychopathic individual. An elaborated outline on the importance of the facet 
of boldness to psychopathic leadership can be found in the fourth article currently under review at 
a peer-review journal as: Palmen, D.G.C., Derksen, J.J.L., & Kolthoff, E.W. (under review). The adaptive 
façade of boldness in psychopathic leadership: A clarification for the outward attractiveness in psychopathic leaders. 
Aggression and Violent Behavior. See also chapter 4: A clarification for the outward attractiveness of 
psychopathic leaders, in this manuscript. 
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Summary of the Proposed Hypotheses: the Profile of the Psychopathic Leader versus the ‘Traditional’ 
Profile of the Incarcerated Psychopathic Individual 
In the tables outlined below the hypotheses on the differences between the profile of the 
psychopathic leader and the ‘traditional’ criminal psychopathic profile as discussed in the previous 
section are summarized. 

Table 5.3 outlines the proposed differences in the levels of Factor 1, Factor 2, fearlessness, 
self-control (high PFC), the need for domination, impulsivity, sensation seeking, and boldness 
between the profile of the psychopathic leader and the ‘traditional’ criminal psychopathic profile. 

Table 5.4 displays the proposed differences in the levels of the four impulsivity domains of 
Whiteside and Lynam (2001) between the profile of the psychopathic leader and the ‘traditional’ 
criminal psychopathic profile. 

Table 5.5 outlines the proposed differences in the levels of Zuckerman ‘s domains of sensation 
seeking (1990) between the profile of the psychopathic leader and the ‘traditional’ criminal 
psychopathic profile.  

 
 

 
Traits 

 
Psychopathic 
leadership  
(proposed profile) 
 

 
‘Traditional’ criminal 
psychopathic profile 
 

F1 (PCL-R) High Medium to High 

F2 (PCL-R) Low Medium to High 

Fearlessness High Low to High 

Self-Control (High PFC) High Low  

Need for Domination High Low to High 

Impulsivity Low to Medium Medium to High 

Sensation Seeking High Low to High 

Boldness High Low to high 
 
Table 5.3. Hypotheses on the differences in trait levels between the proposed profile of the psychopathic leader and the 
‘traditional’ criminal psychopathic profile. 
 

 
Impulsivity domains 
(retrieved from 
Whiteside & Lynam, 
���������� 
 

 
Psychopathic 
leadership  
(proposed profile) 

 
‘Traditional’ criminal 
psychopathic profile 

Urgency Low Medium to High 

(lack of) Perseverance Low Medium to High 

(lack of) Premeditation Low Medium to High 

Sensation Seeking High Low to High 

 
Table 5.4. Hypotheses on the impulsivity domains: the profile of psychopathic leadership and the ‘traditional’ profile of 
criminal psychopathy compared. 
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The Outward Attractiveness of the Psychopathic Leader 
 
One of the most infamous phenomena in psychopathy is the contradictory combination of the 
outward aimable façade which effectively covers the underlying antisocial nature of psychopathic 
individuals (Cleckley, 1941/1976; Patrick, 2006; Lilienfeld et al., 2018). The study of the outward 
attractiveness as displayed by psychopathic individuals may be especially relevant to the subgroup 
of psychopathic leaders (Fritzon, 2020; Lilienfeld et al., 2018). Studies have shown that although 
those high in psychopathy that opt for leadership positions may lack vital leadership skills, they are 
very capable of initially attaining these leadership positions and at remaining in such positions, even 
after proven incompetence (Babiak et al., 2010; Mullins-Sweatt et al., 2010; Palmen et al., 2019). 
According to Babiak et al. (2010) this phenomenon may be explained as the importance of style 
over substance in psychopathic leadership. Certain types of psychopathic individuals are able to 
present a charming and attractive outward façade that enchants observers into convincing them of 
these psychopathic individuals leadership talent, sometimes after proven underperformance 
(Babiak et al., 2010; Lilienfeld et al., 2018).  

In this thesis it has been theorized that the outward attractiveness of psychopathic leaders may 
be best represented by the facet of boldness in psychopathy (see chapter 4 in this manuscript). 
Boldness reflects traits such as social poise, interpersonal dominance, resilience to stress, and low 
levels of fear (Lilienfeld et al., 2018). All of these traits may be considered desirable assets in 
leadership positions (Hill & Scott, 2019). Although the interpersonal and affective PCL-R Factor 1 
traits are also related to adaptive outcomes, boldness may better represent the outward attractive 
leadership façade. Future studies should investigate whether boldness may indeed represent the 
outward attractiveness of the psychopathic leader more accurately than the interpersonal and 
affective Factor 1 traits of the PCL-R.  

This thesis theorized that psychopathic leaders employ the traits in the facet of boldness as 
impression management techniques to present the attractive façade of a strong and competent 
leader with which they may not only effectively mask the lack of leadership competencies, but also 
their underlying egotistical and antisocial intentions (Hall & Benning, 2006; Sanecka, 2013; Schütte 
et al., 2018). These hypotheses on the effectiveness of impression management related to the facet 
of boldness should be subjected to future studies. Furthermore, such studies should additionally 
focus on which traits in the facet of boldness may be related the most to the impression 
management techniques. Some studies have indicated that variations in the levels of the different 
traits in boldness, or levels of total scores on boldness, may affect the levels of adaptiveness of 
boldness (Howe et al., 2014; Lilienfeld et al., 2012,; Palmen et al., 2021). Therefore, future studies 
should additionally focus on the levels of the facet of boldness and the levels of the underlying 
traits in the facet of boldness and the connection of these levels with adaptiveness and 
maladaptiveness in psychopathic leadership.  

Studying these and other research questions related to boldness in psychopathy may help the 
advancement of the academic dialogue on the validity of boldness to psychopathy and to 
psychopathic leadership (e.g. Lilienfeld et al., 2012; Lilienfeld et al., 2018; Lynam & Miller, 2012; 
Miller & Lynam, 2012). 
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6.1.5  The Assessment of the Psychopathic Leader: Which Assessment Suits the Snakes in Suits? 
 
Scholars have proposed that it may be particularly challenging to accurately identify psychopathic 
individuals in (future) leadership positions (Babiak et al., 2010: Babiak & Hare, 2007, 2019). Besides 
the low prevalence rates (in comparison to prison samples) and problems with the accessibility of 
this sample due to privacy laws, there is also a dearth of knowledge about the psychopathic profile 
of this sample (Benning et al., 2018; Smith & Lilienfeld, 2013; Steinert et al., 2017).  

The specific combination of traits found in the profile of the psychopathic leader may 
simultaneously show certain similarities but also certain important dissimilarities with the 
‘traditional’ profile of the incarcerated psychopathic individual. A first important step to accurately 
assess individuals with the psychopathic leadership profile in future studies is precisely defining the 
specific traits in this profile. The construction of the profile of the psychopathic leader in this thesis 
may facilitate the successful selection of the assessment instruments that may best operationalize 
the specific traits in this profile. Based on the outcomes of this thesis some guidelines for selecting 
the assessment tools for the study of psychopathic leaders can be outlined. Assessment instruments 
that measure the facet of boldness as part of the psychopathic profile are more suitable in such 
studies than instruments that do not explicitly measure this facet. It is also important that 
assessments are chosen which measure different types of impulsivity (including sensation seeking, 
combined with a certain degree of self-control) instead of a general operationalization of 
impulsivity. In addition, the various subtypes within the operationalization of sensation seeking 
should be assessed because certain types are typical of the profile of  the psychopathic leader but 
not of the profile of the psychopathic criminal in prison. Finally, the need for domination in the 
psychopathic profile or in psychopathic leadership has not received much attention in research. 
For measuring this motivational trait in the profile of the psychopathic leader assessments that 
include an interview in which behavioral expressions of social dominance towards others are 
triggered and measured are the appropriate method. 

Furthermore, the low prevalence rates of psychopathic leaders (in comparison to prison 
samples; estimates of 3,9% in comparison to approximately 25% in prison samples) requires 
researchers to more effectively identify and target potential psychopathic leader samples. The 
model of the psychopathic leader may support this goal. In the PL-model it is outlined that 
psychopathic leaders may be very competent at hiding their anti-social behavior behind their 
attractive leadership façade because of their high self-control and impression management 
techniques. Therefore, future research should focus on those samples of charming and charismatic 
leaders who outwardly appear to be competent in their leadership but who at the same time are 
associated with certain ‘red flags’. Examples of these ‘red flags’ may be: suspicions or accusations 
of manipulation, lying, or other unethical conduct, high levels of the need for social dominance, 
but also low work motivation of subordinates, high staff turnover, and a climate of fear in the work 
environment of this leader. These ‘red flags’ may be connected to the ‘hidden’ psychopathic traits 
such as low empathy, lack of conscience, and anti-sociality in a psychopathic leader. Such research 
should be conducted by researchers that are qualified to assess psychopathy. Furthermore, in such 
studies research ethics are essential and should be followed thoroughly. 

In the end, the greatest challenge of all is to find ways to execute the assessment of these 
psychopathic leaders. Although several scholars have been able to gain data on this specific sample, 
it is not an easy task to undertake studies of psychopathy in leadership environments, whether 
through self-report or other-report assessments. In contrast with psychopathic individuals in prison 
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settings it will not be easy to motivate leaders who are currently in a leadership position to agree to 
an assessment of psychopathic traits. Unfortunately, up to date there is no easy solution for this 
problem.  

Nevertheless, hopefully in the near future it may be possible to assess psychopathic traits in 
future leaders. The research on the negative outcomes related to psychopathic leaders may create 
awareness of the risks of a psychopathic individual in a leadership position in profit and non-profit 
organizational and political environments. Such awareness may motivate human resource 
departments to establish ways to assess and screen for certain personality traits connected to 
psychopathy (among a larger group of personality traits) during the hiring process for important 
leadership positions. The outcomes of this thesis may help in this proces. In such research new 
data could be collected on psychopathic leaders but it may also help to prevent the risks that may 
be involved when a leader high in psychopathic traits occupies vital leadership positions in our 
society.  

The advancement of research into psychopathic leadership may most importantly be 
imperative for the prevention of the potential maladaptive outcomes connected with psychopathic 
leadership. Psychopathic leadership may not only have severe consequences for those employees 
working with these psychopathic leaders (e.g. Blickle et al., 2018; Mathieu & Babiak, 2015, 2016: 
Mathieu et al., 2014b; Sanecka, 2013), they may also be a liability to the organization as a whole 
(e.g. Blickle et al., 2006; Mathieu et al., 2014a; Westerlaken & Woods, 2013; Ray, 2007). 
Psychopathic leadership in government, financial institutions, or in politics, may be especially 
hazardous as the conduct associated with psychopathy is not only merely focused on the goals and 
motivations valuable for the psychopathic leaders themselves, it may also be highly unethical 
(Laurijssen, 2014; Lingnau et al., 2017; Stevens et al., 2012). Psychopathic leaders operating in such 
crucial leadership positions may disrupt vital institutions in our society and consequently possibly 
destabilize our society as a whole (Boddy, 2011; Dutton, 2016; Lilienfeld, et al., 2012: Palmen, et 
al., 2018). 
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 

 
 
 
 
 

De ‘psychopaat’? 
Het woord ‘psychopaat’ roept bij veel mensen beelden op van seriemoordenaars en andere zware 
criminelen die zij kennen uit films en series. Wat de meeste mensen echter niet weten is dat er 
achter het woord ‘psychopaat’ een grotere verscheidenheid aan individuen schuilgaat dan het beeld 
dat in deze films en series wordt getoond.  

 
Onderzoek naar psychopathie in de gevangenis en de TBS 
In de forensische psychologie en psychiatrie wordt psychopathie omschreven als een ernstige 
persoonlijkheidsstoornis waarbij er sprake is van een combinatie van persoonlijkheidskenmerken 
waaronder een onderontwikkeld geweten, sociale dominantie, oppervlakkige charme, manipulatief 
en leugenachtig gedrag, een gebrek aan empathie, schaamte en schuld, impulsiviteit en antisociaal 
en crimineel gedrag. Psychopathische personen zijn vaak erg bekwaam in het langdurig verborgen 
houden van hun negatieve kanten door het veelvuldig gebruik van charme, leugens en manipulatie. 
Aan de buitenkant is deze stoornis daarom vaak buitengewoon moeilijk te herkennen. Mensen met 
een psychopathische persoonlijkheid kunnen in eerste instantie op anderen vaak als normaal en 
soms zelfs als charmant en sympathiek overkomen. Het vergt veel kennis, kunde en het gebruik 
van uitgebreide assessments en vragenlijsten om mensen met deze persoonlijkheidsstoornis in de 
gevangenissen en TBS instellingen adequaat te kunnen diagnosticeren en te onderzoeken. 

Het meeste onderzoek naar psychopathie is wereldwijd voornamelijk gericht geweest op de 
crimineel psychopathische groep in de gevangenis. Uit dit onderzoek is gebleken dat van de 
gevangenispopulatie ongeveer 25% aan het psychopathische persoonlijkheidsprofiel voldoet. Deze 
psychopathische groep is in de meeste gevallen veroordeeld voor zeer zware misdrijven zoals 
moord, doodslag, gewapende overvallen en verkrachting. 

 
Een ‘succesvolle’ uitingsvorm van psychopathie : de psychopathische leider 
In 2002 deed de vooraanstaande psychopathie onderzoeker Robert Hare een opvallende uitspraak 
die destijds door de media over de hele wereld werd opgepikt. Deze wetenschapper beweerde 
namelijk dat de groep die hij al decennialang had onderzocht in de gevangenis: de individuen met 
een psychopathische persoonlijkheid, zich ook weleens veelvuldig zouden kunnen bevinden in 
leiderschapsfuncties in de bestuurskamers van bedrijven en organisaties. De gedachte dat deze 
gewetenloze individuen ook buiten de gevangenismuren te vinden zijn, en zelfs belangrijke 
leidinggevende posities zouden kunnen bekleden veroorzaakte een gevoel van afschuw in de 
samenleving.  

Sinds het begin van het onderzoek naar psychopathie zijn er echter onderzoekers geweest die 
postuleerden dat psychopathie zich ook veelvuldig buiten de muren van gevangenissen 
manifesteert en voor kan komen in alle lagen van de bevolking. Data vanuit onderzoek laat zien 
dat in de samenleving ongeveer 1% van de mensen aan het psychopathische profiel voldoet. Over 



 

245 

3. Onderzoek heeft schattingen opgeleverd die aangeven dat er weleens vier keer zoveel 
psychopathische individuen in leiderschapsposities zouden kunnen zijn dan dat er 
gemiddeld in de bevolking voorkomen.  

4. Opbrengsten uit onderzoek lijken er op te wijzen dat de psychopathische leider 
bepaalde persoonlijkheidskenmerken inzet om naar buiten een aantrekkelijk beeld van 
een sterke en competente leider uit te stralen.  

 
Het doel van dit proefschrift en toegepaste onderzoeksmethoden  
In dit proefschrift is naar al deze vier thema’s onderzoek gedaan en is er nieuwe theorie ontwikkeld 
aangaande deze specifieke onderwerpen. Het onderzoek naar deze thema’s heeft uiteindelijk geleid 
tot een nieuw theoretisch model van het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische leider: het 
PL-model. 

Dit proefschrift heeft als doel om het onderzoek naar psychopathische leiders te bevorderen 
door het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische leider in kaart te brengen op grond van 
onderzoek en theorie. Dit doel is bereikt door gebruik te maken van een combinatie van twee 
onderzoeksmethoden: kwalitatieve meta-analyse en kwalitatieve vergelijkende analyse.  

Het model van de psychopathische leider waarin het psychologische profiel uiteen wordt gezet 
is ontwikkeld in verschillende fasen. Deze ontwikkelingsfasen zijn weergegeven in de eerste vier 
hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift, waarna in hoofdstuk 5 de conclusies van dit proefschrift uit de 
eerste vier hoofdstukken zijn samengevat en hoofdstuk 6 de suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek 
naar psychopathische leiders beschrijft.  

 
Conclusies per hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift 
In hoofdstuk 1 wordt een eerste basismodel van het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische 
leider gepresenteerd op grond van een theoretische indeling van primaire en secundaire 
psychopathische subtypen. Daarbij is het onderzoek in dit proefschrift gericht geweest op het 
onderscheiden van die psychopathische subtypen die vanuit onderzoek het meest gerelateerd 
worden aan succes en adaptiviteit (aanpassingsvermogen) in vergelijking met die psychopathische 
subtypen die duidelijk het profiel van het psychopathische individu in de gevangenis weergeven en 
die gerelateerd worden aan onsuccesvolle uitkomsten. In dit hoofdstuk wordt geconcludeerd dat 
het profiel van de psychopathische leider het meest gerelateerd kan worden aan één specifiek 
subtype binnen de verdeling van psychopathische subtypen vanuit de literatuur: namelijk het 
gecontroleerde primaire psychopathische subtype. Aan de hand van het fictieve personage van politiek leider 
Frank Underwood in de Netflix serie House of Cards worden de verschillende persoonlijkheids-
kenmerken uit dit basismodel van de ‘succesvolle’ psychopathische leider geïllustreerd aan de hand 
van scènes uit deze serie. 

In hoofdstuk 2 wordt het basismodel van het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische 
leider verfijnd door te onderzoeken op welke manier de persoonlijkheidskenmerken van de 
psychopathische leider er toe bijdragen dat deze leider ‘succesvol’ is in een leiderschapsfunctie. In 
dit hoofdstuk wordt geconcludeerd dat een samensmelting van de kenmerken zelfbeheersing (self-
control) en het zoeken naar sensatie (sensation seeking) ervoor zorgen dat een psychopathische leider 
in staat is om een leiderschapsfunctie te verkrijgen en te behouden. Deze hoge mate van 
zelfbeheersing in het profiel van de psychopathische leider vormt een belangrijk verschil met het 
profiel van het crimineel psychopathische individu in de gevangenis. Dit laatste profiel laat juist 
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een hoge mate van impulsiviteit en een lage zelfbeheersing zien. Belangrijk in dit hoofdstuk is de 
conclusie dat de opbrengsten van het leiderschap van de psychopathische leider vooral succesvol 
lijken te zijn voor de psychopathische leider zelf, de opbrengsten voor diens omgeving lijken veelal 
negatief. Daarom wordt er in dit proefschrift steeds gesproken over het ‘succes’ van de psycho-
pathische leider. 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt de focus gelegd op een persoonlijkheidskenmerk in het profiel van de 
psychopathische leider waarmee een mogelijke verklaring wordt gegeven voor (schattingen van) de 
hoge prevalentie van psychopathische leiders. Volgens deze schattingen zouden er bijna vier keer 
zo veel psychopathische individuen in leiderschapsposities te vinden zijn dan dat psychopathie 
gemiddeld in de samenleving voorkomt (3,9% ten opzichte van tussen de 0,6% tot 1,2 %). In dit 
hoofdstuk is onderzocht wat psychopathische individuen motiveert in het leven. In dit proefschrift 
is er nieuwe theorie ontwikkeld over wat de motieven zijn voor bepaalde psychopathische 
individuen om leiderschapsfuncties na te streven. De belangrijkste motivatie: de behoefte aan 
sociale dominantie (need for domination) wordt uiteengezet en er wordt verklaard waarom deze 
motivatie belangrijker is voor de psychopathische leider dan andere belangrijke drijfveren in het 
leven, zoals bijvoorbeeld de behoefte aan de verbinding met anderen (need for affiliation). 

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt uiteengezet welke kenmerken uit het psychologische profiel van de 
psychopathische leider ten grondslag liggen aan de hoge mate van aantrekkelijkheid van de 
psychopathische leider. Deze aantrekkelijkheid zou er toe bij kunnen dragen dat leiders met een 
psychopathisch profiel vaak geselecteerd worden voor een leiderschapspositie. Deze hoge mate 
van aantrekkelijkheid in het profiel van de psychopathische leider is een combinatie van een groep 
van persoonlijkheidstrekken die samen boldness vormen. Boldness in het psychopathische profiel is 
een combinatie van een zelfverzekerde uitstraling, stressbestendigheid en sociale dominantie. In dit 
hoofdstuk is nieuwe theorie ontwikkeld over de wijze waarop de persoonlijkheidskenmerken 
behorende bij boldness ingezet worden door de psychopathische leider als een instrument om de 
juiste indruk op anderen te maken. Boldness zou bij een psychopathische leider voornamelijk de 
functie kunnen vervullen van het creëren van het aantrekkelijke masker van een sterke en 
invloedrijke leider, en zo de onderliggende egocentrische en antisociale intenties te verbergen voor 
de buitenwereld. In dit hoofdstuk wordt op grond van onderzoek en theorie geconcludeerd dat 
boldness in hogere mate aanwezig is in het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische leider in 
vergelijking met het profiel van de crimineel psychopathische groep in de gevangenis. Dit zou 
kunnen betekenen dat de persoonlijkheidsstoornis psychopathie bij psychopathische leiders nog 
moeilijker te identificeren is dan bij psychopathische criminelen in de gevangenis. 

De verschillende studies in dit proefschrift vormen samen nieuwe theorie met betrekking tot 
het psychologische profiel van de psychopathische leider. Met behulp van dit profiel kunnen 
nieuwe onderzoeken naar psychopathische leiders gerichter en adequater worden ingezet.  

  
Toekomstig onderzoek naar psychopathische leiders 
Toekomstig onderzoek naar psychopathische individuen in leiderschapsposities is van groot belang 
omdat onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat er mogelijk veel negatieve consequenties verbonden zijn 
aan de aanwezigheid van een psychopathische leider. Uit deze onderzoeken blijkt dat er sprake is 
van demotivatie van medewerkers, een groot verloop van personeel, grensoverschrijdend gedrag 
naar medewerkers en verbaal agressieve benadering van medewerkers, onethisch en immoreel 
handelen door deze leider, slechte bedrijfsprestaties en incompetentie van deze leider. Ook is er 
onderzoek dat psychopathische leiders in verband brengt met witteboordencriminaliteit.  
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