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Gender and the Dark Side of Leadership

Asia A. Eaton and Barbara Nevickg

The trait perspective of leadership focuses on the personal qualities leaders
possess that support or hinder their emergence and effectiveness (Hapms
et al, 2011). In the last 15 years, a growing body of research has eXamined
“dark-side” traits in leaders, including their costs and benefits for individuals
and organizations (e.g., Mathieu et al., 2014). The most commonly studied
dark-side traits include narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism, to-
gether known as the “Dark Triad” (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), This triad of
traits generally reflects the tendency to manipulate, deceive, and exploit for
the purpose of furthering one’s own interests, with little regard for others,

Narcissism, said to lie at the heart of leadership and its dark side (Kets De
Vries & Balazs, 2011; McCleskey, 2013), is characterized by a grandiose, yet
fragile, sense of the self, the need for excessive admiration, a sense of entitle-
ment, a lack of empathy, and exploitive and manipulative social relationships
(Ames et al,, 2006). In this chapter we focus on the grandiose form of nar-
cissism, rather than the vulnerable (or more depressive) form of narcissism,
as the former is more strongly related to leadership indicators (Watts et al,
2013). Narcissism in leaders is known for having a wide cascade of nega-
tive consequences. These include increased workplace bullying (Tokarev
et al,, 2017), negative emotions and counterproductive work behaviors in
followers (Braun et al., 2016), less collaborative teams (Nevicka et al., 201 1b)
cultures with lower collaboration and integrity (O'Reilly et al., 2020), 10“:
firm performance when corporate practices are inspired by image mait e
nance (Petrenko et al,, 2016), more volatile firm performance (Cha,ttefiju .
& Hambrick, 2007), and higher chances of corporate litigation (ORe
etal,, 2018),

However, narcissism also has some positive relationships
ship outcomes. For example, it is positively related to leaders fidence
gence (Brunell et al,, 2008; Nevicka et al,, 2011a), as narcissists’ con'? 0
- and extraversion overlap with prototypical leader traits. Narcissisi® ®
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.+ ely related to visionary communication (Galvin et al,, 2010), salary
ositively )
sourk et al,, 2016), and fc.).llower-reported leadership effectiveness (at mod-
& levels of the trait; Grijalva et al,, 2015a, and at greater distance from the
eragzr. Nevicka et al., 2018). Company performance has also been positively
1§ad to’ narcissism at times, perhaps due to narcissists’ increased willingness
z)etake risks (Braun, 2017). Taken together, however, the negative outcomes
of narcissistic leaders seem to outweigh the potential positive outcomes.

The second dark-side trait, psychopathy, is defined by low empathy and
anxiety, a lack of guilt, emotional shallowness, a belief in one’s superiority,
and a parasitic lifestyle (O’Boyle et al,, 2012), often resulting in criminal
.nd antisocial behavior (Anderson & Kiehl, 2014). Identified by some as the
most destructive of the dark-side traits (Williams et al., 2010), some negative
effects of psychopathy for leaders include employee dissatisfaction (Mathieu
et al,, 2014), lower leadership effectiveness (Landay et al., 2019), negative
correlations with constructive leadership styles (Landay et al., 2019; Mathieu
etal,, 2014), and positive correlations with passive leadership styles (Mathieu
et al,, 2014). Nonetheless, psychopathic tendencies are positively related to
leadership emergence (Landay et al., 2019). |

The third dark-side trait, Machiavellianism (Spain et al., 2014), has been
viewed by many as a necessary evil for leadership (Deluga, 2001). Individuals
high in Machiavellianism use manipulation and deceit in social dealings
for personal gain (O’Boyle et al., 2012). Some negative aspects of leader
Machiavellianism include reductions in leaders’ moral action and reasoning
when leaders are authentic (Sendjaya et al., 2016), a negative relationship
with performance in some studies (Bedell et al., 2006; for an exception see
Deluga, 2001), and reduced employee work engagement (Den Hartog &
Belschak, 2012). Meanwhile, Machiavellianism is positively related to lead-
ership position and career satisfaction (Spurk et al,, 2016) as well as to charis-
Matic leader behavior (Deluga, 2001). -

Much is now known about how the dark-side traits operate in leaders on
the whole, byt little work has examined how these relationships might be
Prefh‘:te-d or moderated by other leader characteristics, including social and
l?iizigual difference factors. For example, Chen (2010) found that n?:l:ils-
o thE'OS from nations where humility is seen as a thtue w:;e less arec})lr

s fouelr Counterparts to engage in financial misrep?rtlng. Other resc;f <
o nd that the emergence of narcissistic leadership depends on selt-

m. (for a revieyy see Ouimet et al., 2010), or that abusive supervision can be
Pedicted by leader de ' d anxi rne et al., 2014).

pression and anxiety (Byrne et al,,
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In this chapter, we examine another social variable, leader gender, ag it
relates to the prevalence of “dark leadership” and the relationship between
dark leadership and various social and organizational outcomes, We begin
by reviewing what is known about gender and the dark-side traits gener-
ally. Then, drawing on evidence for gender differences in the Dark Triad, we
turn our attention to how dark-side traits might operate in men and women
leaders, specifically. We also review research on followers’ perceptions of
women and men leaders who possess dark-side traits, and the relationship
between follower gender and dark leadership.

Gender and Dark-Side Traits

Most research finds that the dark-side traits are more prevalent among men
than women across cultures (e.g., Dowgwillo & Pincus, 2017; Karandikar
et al., 2019; Muris et al., 2017). Evidence suggests this may be, at least in
part, due to gender role norms and beliefs. In one study, for example, gender
differences in dark-side traits were explained by gender differences in femi-
ninity (Jonason & Davis, 2018). Specifically, in a sample of college students
from Australia and the United States, Jonason and David (2018) found
that women’s lower levels of dark-side traits could be statistically explained
by their greater self-reported femininity on the Bem Sex Role Inventory.
These findings make sense in light of social role theory (Eagly, 1987), which
associates women and femininity with “communal traits.” Communal traits
include being cooperative, hurturing, and warm—opposites of the antiso-
cial dark-side characteristics, Men, meanwhile, are more strongly social-
ized to develop “agentic traits,” such as assertiveness, independence, and
competitiveness.

In a study by Gluck et al. (2019), gender differences in Dark Triad scores
were accounted for by participants’ level of sexism. In a sample of adult in-

ternet users, differences between women and men in scores on the Dark

Triad were explained by men’s higher scores on the Hostile Sexism Inventory,
which measures negative beliefs about women (e.g., that women are incom-
petent, manipulative, and emotional; Glick & Fiske, 1997). While this study
was correlational and precludes inferences of causality, the findings demon-
strate that negative sexist beliefs about women (which are held more strongly
by men) and Dark Triad traits (such as greater levels of selfishness, status-
seeking, and antisocial behavior) tend to co-occur. This may be due to the
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fact that hostile sexism supports the development of dark traits, with men
more strongly endorsing women's inferiority, and thus feeling more entitled
and being more self-seeking. On the other hand, it could be because those
with dark traits tend to embrace sexist beliefs more strongly, with men’s
higher selfishness leading them to perceive sexist ideology as accurate and/
or useful. Finally, it could be due to a third variable such as social power, with
those who possess more power (men) both developing more dark-side traits
and endorsing more sexist beliefs.

Moving forward, it will be important to examine the emergence of gender
role beliefs and Dark Triad traits in men and women over time and through
experimentation, to better understand the causal relationship between these
variables. It will also be worthwhile to examine the relationship between
gender role beliefs and Dark Triad traits across societies, including whether
societies with greater cultural sexism also show higher levels of Dark Triad
traits and/or a greater disparity in these traits between men and women.
Importantly, gender differences in the prevalence of dark-side traits may
help men emerge more often as leaders, creating a self-fulfilling effect. That
is, maladaptive gender role beliefs may promote dark-side traits, which in-
crease men’s leadership emergence and foster the sexist belief that men are
better suited for powerful roles. Indeed, leader stereotypes have been con-
sistently found to be masculine (Koenig et al., 2011), which results in men
emerging more often as leaders than women (Eagly & Karau, 1991), as well
as individuals with more pronounced masculine traits, such as those with
higher narcissism (Grijalva et al., 2015a).

Gender and Narcissism

The relationship between gender and each individual dark-side trait (nar-
Cissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism) reveals additional insights
relevant for women’s and men’s leadership. For example, in a meta-analytic
review of gender differences in narcissism, Grijalva et al. (2015a) found that
gender differences in narcissism were primarily driven by the leadership/au-
thority facet and the exploitive/entitlement facet. The leadership/authority
facet reflects the desire for power with items such as “lam aborn leader” and
“people always seem to recognize my authority,” while the exploitive/enti-
tlement facet reflects the belief that one is entitled to power with items such
as “T insist upon getting the respect that is due to me.” The gender difference
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in the endorsement of these facets seems to reflect internalized gender roe
beliefs, with men describing themselves as being authoritative and deservin
of respect. This difference is also consistent with the role congruity theory
of prejudice toward female leaders (Eagly & Karau, 2002), in which men are
more often recognized and treated as leaders than women due to congruity
between the traits associated with their gender role and those associated with
typical leadership roles. Men’s greater emergence as leaders (Eagly & Karau,
1991), and their greater levels of leadership power, may therefore be related
to these internalized gender role beliefs and role congruity.

Importantly, social role theory (Eagly, 1987) suggests that if women's ac-
cess to and experience with social power equaled that of men, so would their
gender-typed traits, including narcissism. This again suggests the potential
for a self-fulfilling process in which increasing women'’s presence in leader-
ship positions would increase the traits and stereotypes that confer power
in the first place. Interestingly, some studies found narcissism levels to be
increasing across time, specifically for women and not for men (Twenge
et al., 2008), which may be indicative of a generational gender shift, with
agentic characteristics becoming more acceptable for women (Trzesniewski
et al., 2008).

Next, there are indications that narcissism may have less toxic inter-
personal outcomes in women than in men. For instance, in a study of pri-
mary school children, narcissism in boys was found to predict more intense
bullying behaviors, whereas narcissism in girls was related to neither bullying
nor social dominance (Reijntjes et al., 2016). Traits like overconfidence may
also operate differently in men and women leaders. In a sample of under-
graduate workers, Mertins and Hoffeld (2015) found that women’s overcon-
fidence was unrelated to their levels of cooperativeness in teams. For me%
however, overconfidence inspired increased cooperativeness, related to their
more optimistic beliefs about the cooperativeness of other team members: ]

As with other populations, women leaders generally appeat to be less na:f
cissistic than men leaders (Ingersoll et al., 2019). Given the importance .
narcissism for leader emergence, this was not a forgone conclusion- F?f ;or
ample, it was possible that narcissism was, to some extent, a prerequiSIte 2
leadership positions, resulting in highly and similarly narcissistic Jeaders "
all genders (though perhaps fewer women leaders overall). Nonetheles:on
samples of leaders working in a Fortune 100 health insurance OfSanizain a
in the United States and Western Europe (Owens et al,, 2015), leadefi)s of
high-tech manufacturing company in China (Liu et al,, 2017); and
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companies within the Standard and Poor’s 1500 index (Ingersoll et al., 2019),
male leaders scored higher on self-reported narcissism than female leaders
(for exceptions, see Zhang et al,, 2017). Research additionally suggests that
narcissism manifests differently among men and women leaders. Drawing
on social role and token theories, Ingersoll et al. (2019) found that leader
gender moderated the relationship between narcissism and risk-taking, with
men CEOs high in narcissism being higher in risk-taking than women CEOs.

Gender and Psychopathy

With regard to gender and psychopathy, men tend to score higher on meas-
ures of psychopathy and aggression than women (Spurk et al., 2016), in-
cluding among samples of adult employees (Eisenbarth et al., 2018). Some
outcomes of psychopathy, like aggression, appear to be constant across
gender (Borroni et al,, 2014). Other correlates of psychopathy differ for men
and women. For example, the relationship between psychopathy and moral
judgments and decision-making was found to be stronger for men than
women (Karandikar et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2020). There is some evidence
that the more negative outcomes of psychopathy appear to be less severe
in women than in men. For instance, while psychopathy predicted higher
criminal conduct for women, the magnitude of the association was stronger
for psychopathic males (Vitale et al., 2002). Moreover, unlike for men, psy-
chopathy in women offenders was not found to be related to violent crimes
(Rogstad & Rogers, 2008; Warren et al., 2005).

In a study of German managers by Blickle et al. (2018), psychopathy
and manager gender were correlated, with men managers showing higher
levels of psychopathy. However, other research with Dutch supervisors
(Barelds et al., 2018) and a sample of Indonesian school principals and
teachers (Nuzulia & Why, 2020) failed to find this relationship. While
the mean-level difference in women and men leaders’ levels of psychop-
athy is unclear, there are more consistent differences in how psychopathy
functions for women and men in leadership positions. In a meta-analytic
review of psychopathy and leadérship, Landay et al. (2019) found that psy-
chOPathy in men was positively correlated with leadership emergence and
effectiveness. In women, however, psychopathy was negatively associated
With effectiveness and unassociated with emergence (Landay et al., 2019).
In a study of sales representatives in China, the effects of psychopathy
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