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Abstract 

We study the relationship between socially aversive personality of project managers that 

influence behaviour, and project performance. Data from 409 project managers in the 

United Arab Emirates were collected using a 36-factor, workplace-focused dark personality 

questionnaire adapted from existing validated scales. Analysis was via Structural Equation 

Modelling (SPSS AMOS 29). Findings suggest that project managers: (i) exhibited higher 

Narcissism levels than Psychopathy or Machiavellianism; (ii) showed no significant variation 

in dark trait subscales by project characteristics; and (iii) display positively correlated dark 

trait subscales. Results also indicate: (iv) higher levels of each dark trait corresponding with 

a relationship to poorer project performance; and (v) Psychopathy’s independent effect not 

being statistically significant. Given their negative relationship with project outcomes, 

organizations should prioritize identifying and managing these traits. Given the paucity of 

studies relating to this research, our study was exploratory in nature. Thus, this study serves 

as a primer on project-focused dark personality research and offers a novel perspective on 

the antecedents of project performance. 

Keywords:  Project manager, Machiavellianism, Narcissism, Psychopathy, Dark Triad, 

Project performance 

 

1.0 Introduction 

In project settings, the importance of the human element cannot be overstated (Ojiako et 

al., 2015; Chipulu et al., 2019; Ahmad et al., 2022; Cesinger et al., 2023; Ojiako et al., 2026). 

A central theme in this body of literature is that people-related issues account for a 

significant proportion of the variance between projects perceived to have performed 

successfully and those considered unsuccessful (Chipulu et al., 2024; Stingl et al., 2025). 

The significance of people-related factors is further underscored by literature emphasizing 

that understanding human behaviour is essential to grasping the tools, techniques, and 

practices of project management (Flyvbjerg, 2021). Substantial project management 

interest has also been generated, especially in research focused on the personality traits 

(e.g., Rashid and Boussabiane, 2021; Ojiako et al., 2026), and resultant behaviours of 
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individual project managers (e.g., Rehan et al., 2024). Essentially, the professional project 

manager is regarded as “…the person held accountable by the project owner for the delivery 

of the project’s outputs as per the approved project plan” (Zwikael and Meredith, 2018, p. 

485).  

Many of the decisions made by project managers occur within the social context of 

projects. Observations of past behaviour often serve as mental shortcuts in decision-

making (Campellone and Kring, 2013), particularly in areas such as collaboration, 

communication, conflict identification, and team motivation (Bredillet, 2008). Behaviour 

also helps explain how individual project managers act and conduct themselves.  

Several recent studies have shown a relationship between the personality of project 

managers that influences their behaviour, and associated traits and positive project 

performance (e.g., Kassa et al., 2024). These studies predominantly focus on constructive, 

or prosocial, personality traits that are conducive to positive behaviours. However, within 

the broader discourse on ‘dark’ personality traits (Rogoza et al., 2022), a growing body of 

literature highlights project managers’ traits best described as antisocial, deviant, and 

socially aversive (e.g., Cavazotte et al., 2023; Ojiako et al., 2026).  

The potential presence of ‘dark’ personality traits in project managers has been examined 

with a particular focus on the so-called ‘Dark Triad’: Narcissism (e.g., Cavazotte et al., 2023), 

Psychopathy (Jarman, 2013), and Machiavellianism (e.g., Xiong et al., 2023). However, to the 

best of our knowledge, no project-focused studies have yet examined the concurrent (i.e., 

simultaneous) incidence of these dark personality sub-traits in terms of its relationship to 

project performance. In most, if not all, cases, dark personality traits have been treated as 

independent and distinct within project managers. Yet, as we will later demonstrate, while 

distinct, they are related, with considerable overlap between them (Ramos-Vera et al., 

2024). 

Gaining insight into the potential concurrent manifestation of dark personality traits in 

project managers is both timely and important for several reasons. First, the personality of 

an individual influences their behaviour (Colvin and Funder, 1991). Personality is defined as 

“…enduring predispositions that characterize a person, such as styles of thought, feelings, 
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and behaviour” (Diener and Lucas, 2019, p. 294). Personality, whether conscious or 

unconscious, predicts how an individual is likely to behave in specific contexts (Cattell, 

1950). Second, taking into consideration that 95% of organizations have recorded some type 

of dark (i.e., deviant) behaviour among staff, resulting in a net cost of billions each year (Berry 

et al., 2007), ‘dark’ (i.e., deviant) behaviour, can significantly affect projects and their 

stakeholders, ultimately jeopardizing the viability of projects (Davis and Pinto, 2022). Third, 

project managers possess competencies that differ from those of managers in functional 

roles (Cheng et al., 2005) and from those of the general population (Rafique et al., 2023). 

Therefore, we expect the manifestation of dark traits in project managers to differ markedly 

from that of general or functional managers and the public.  

In addition to these points, fourth, the inherent peculiarities of projects, such as their 

complexity, novelty, uniqueness, temporariness, and employment precarity, make them 

particularly susceptible to the manifestation of dark traits and the associated malevolent 

behaviours (Locatelli et al., 2022a). In fact, Singh and Singh (2002, p. 24), suggests that 

projects are characterised by “…wild confusion, disorder, [and] discontinuity in information 

flow”. They argue this characteristic of projects fosters “…deviant… uncontrollable… [and] 

irrational” behaviours among project practitioners, indeed this novel, unique and temporary 

environment enables Machiavellian and perhaps also psychopathic behaviour. Drawing on 

theoretical and empirical evidence (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001), we contend that 

malevolent personality traits are more likely to have a stronger relationship with project 

performance, than benevolent ones. Research suggests that malevolence elicits deeper 

psychological and emotional responses (Rozin and Royzman, 2001), and requires greater 

mental effort to manage, thereby amplifying its impact (Baumeister et al. 2001). Considering 

these, we propose the need to explore the co-occurrence of dark personality traits among 

project managers. Since the rationale above shows how particular features of projects are 

related to dark behaviour, we content that incidence of concurrent dark personality traits 

among project managers are likely to vary by project size, budget, and duration (i.e., project 

heterogeneity).  
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Considering these, we contend not only on the potential incidence of concurrent dark 

personality traits among project managers, but also that individually, project manager ‘dark’ 

personality traits of Narcissism (Pinto and Patanakul, 2015; Benson et al., 2016; Lin et al., 

2018; Al-Abrrow et al., 2019; Cavazotte et al., 2023), Machiavellianism (Graham, 1996; 

Gallagher et al., 2015; Ahmad et al., 2022; Xiong et al., 2023), and Psychopathy (Jarman, 

2013), are likely to have a detrimental impact on the performance of projects. It is contended 

that personality traits related to specific behaviours are known to influence job performance 

and work outcomes (Zell and Lesick, 2022). Dark personality traits are likely to have a 

negative impact on project performance(Cavazotte et al., 2023; Xiong et al., 2023). 

Accordingly, we pose our research question:  

RQ: How does the level of concurrent dark personality traits among project managers 

relate to project performance?  

 

This is the main subject of the empirical work presented in this paper. To address the 

research question, the remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents a 

review of the relevant literature. Section 3 outlines the research methodology. Section 4 

details the analysis. We also report some simple results for our sample to explore how the 

incidence of concurrent dark personality traits among project managers vary by project size, 

budget, and duration (i.e., project heterogeneity), then the main results for the research 

question, which were derived using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) via SPSS AMOS 29. 

Section 5 discusses the implications of our findings, and Section 6 concludes the paper. We 

do not in this present study, examine the potential moderating role of the project 

environment on the relationship between socially aversive personality of project managers 

and project performance.   

 

2.0 Literature 

2.1 Project performance 

Some conceptual clarification is necessary at this point. Drawing on performance literature 

(e.g., Sonnentag and Frese, 2002; Ojiako et al., 2023), project performance refers to the 
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degree or proficiency with which activities contributing to core project objectives are 

executed in line with established criteria for time, cost, and quality. According to Chipulu et 

al. (2019), project performance focuses mainly on effectiveness (i.e., the extent to which 

intended project outcomes are achieved), and efficiency (i.e., the degree to which project 

implementation is optimised to minimise waste and unnecessary expenditure). 

Typical performance indicators include adherence to schedule (i.e., time), compliance 

with budget (i.e., cost), and attainment of technical specifications (i.e., quality). Although 

strong or positive project performance reflects an efficient delivery process, it does not 

automatically equate to overall project success. This distinction arises because project 

success extends beyond efficiency and effectiveness in task execution to include value 

creation and benefits realisation. In essence, a project may perform well against traditional 

performance metrics such as time, cost, and quality yet still be deemed unsuccessful if it 

fails to deliver stakeholder value or achieve meaningful long-term benefits. 

For the purposes of this study, we are looking at a strictly limited understanding of 

positive project performance, namely, achieving the cost, time and quality targets, the well-

known ‘iron triangle’ (Pollack et al., 2018). This tactical understanding of project 

performance is deemed most useful, considering the exploratory nature of this study and 

being the first to study concurrence of dark personality traits and relationship to 

performance success.  

 

2.2 Behaviour, personality and personality traits 

Drawing on Furr (2009), behaviour is defined as “...verbal utterances or movements that are 

potentially available to careful observers using normal sensory processes” (p. 372). 

Behaviour primarily refers to what an individual does; that is, physical activity or action 

(Bergner, 2011). It may be verbal (e.g., spoken utterances) (Horne and Lowe, 1997) or 

nonverbal (e.g., visual cues such as smiling) (Rodero et al., 2022), and can involve both 

modalities (Jackob et al., 2016). 
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Most behaviour is intentional (Fishbein, 2004) and must involve observable movements, 

even if subtle (e.g., raising an eyebrow). Physiological responses, whether internal (e.g., 

blood pressure) or external (e.g., sweating), are excluded from this definition. 

Behaviour may be prosocial (Wu et al., 2022), defined as “…voluntary behaviour that 

intends to help or benefit another person and involves making and maintaining social 

connections essential for cooperation and an enriched quality of life” (Ramkissoon, 2022, 

p. 101290). Conversely, dark behaviour (Silva et al., 2025) encompasses self-interest and 

exploitation (Schmid et al., 2019), abuse of power for personal gain or self-image 

reinforcement (Naseer et al., 2016), and deliberate harm to others such as bullying, 

coercion, and unethical conduct (Fatfouta, 2019). It also includes excessive control driven 

by perfectionism or disregard for others’ input (Itzkovich et al., 2020), and rule-breaking for 

corrupt or unethical purposes (Bulkan and Higgs, 2019). Such behaviour reflects intentional 

malevolence; an orientation toward antagonistic, exploitative, manipulative, and morally 

disengaged action. 

Personality traits are “…differences among individuals in a typical tendency to behave, 

think, or feel in some conceptually related ways, across a variety of situations and across 

fairly long periods” (Ashton, 2018, p. 29). They are also described as “…relatively stable 

patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions in which each individual differs from others” 

(Kandler and Bleidorn, 2015, p. 884). These traits offer a structured means of describing how 

individuals differ (Robinson and Routledge, 2015). 

Although personality traits encompass cognitive patterns, behavioural tendencies, and 

values that distinguish individuals (Nagahi et al., 2021), they exclude broader differences 

such as intelligence (Kandler and Bleidorn, 2015), mental abilities, or attitudes (Ashton, 

2018). Self-reporting remains the most common assessment method (Paulhus and Vazire, 

2007), based on the assumption that individuals are best positioned to describe their own 

behaviours and thoughts (Robinson and Routledge, 2015). 

Personality traits are widely viewed as stable and enduring characteristics that, while 

gradually evolving over an individual’s life course, are not easily altered by short-term 

environmental influences such as those within a project (Rogoza et al., 2022). Nonetheless, 
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sustained exposure to specific project cultures and leadership styles can influence how 

these traits are activated and expressed (Benson et al., 2016). In project settings, 

personality traits shape how individuals perceive and respond to situational demands, while 

project behaviours and contextual dynamics moderate how these enduring characteristics 

manifest and affect performance outcomes (Ojiako et al., 2026). 

In this study, personality traits, viewed as precursors of behaviour (Tuncdogan et al., 

2017),represent enduring characteristics that shape how project managers respond to 

situational factors. A critical distinction must be made between traits and behaviours, often 

conflated in the dark behaviour literature. Dark personality traits act as antecedents of dark 

behaviours, while contextual elements determine whether and how these traits manifest 

(Higgs et al., 2023).  

 

2.3 The ‘Dark’ triad 

An individual’s personality disposition may be prosocial; that is, characterised by 

agreeableness, positive emotionality (e.g., honesty and humility), and motivational, 

cognitive, and behavioural tendencies that promote cooperation (Thielmann et al., 2022). 

Conversely, some personality traits are antisocial, marked by malevolence, deviance, and 

socially aversive tendencies, collectively termed the dark personality (Rogoza et al., 2022). 

At their core lies an inclination to “…maximize one’s [own] utility - disregarding, accepting, 

or malevolently provoking disutility for others - accompanied by beliefs that serve as 

justifications” (Moshagen et al., 2018, p. 657). 

Although the literature recognises many dark personality subscales, giving rise to a ‘big 

tent’ of dark traits (Marcus and Zeigler‐Hill, 2015), the most widely applied and empirically 

validated model in management research is the ‘Dark Triad’, comprising subclinical 

Narcissism, Psychopathy, and Machiavellianism (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). The qualifier 

subclinical denotes expression below the clinical threshold for psychiatric diagnosis or 

detention under mental health law. 

Each dimension represents a distinct trait with unique behavioural correlates, though 

considerable overlap exists among them. All three share core characteristics including: 
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• Manipulativeness: using others to achieve personal goals, often deceptively or 

without regard for their well-being. 

• Lack of empathy: Reduced concern for others’ feelings and needs. 

• Callousness: emotional coldness and insensitivity to the harm caused to others. 

• Egoism or self-centeredness: prioritization of the self over others, often excessively. 

• Exploitative interpersonal style: using charm, deceit, or force to control or influence 

others. 

• Antagonism: hostile, aggressive, or oppositional behavior toward others. 

• Low agreeableness: cynicism, arrogance, and distrust. 

 

Although not the central focus of this study, the preceding literature highlights an intriguing 

relationship between emotional intelligence (EI) and personality traits. Personality traits 

have been characterized as enduring patterns of thought and behavior that shape how 

individuals typically respond to different situations (Kandler and Bleidorn, 2015; Ashton, 

2018). In contrast, EI, defined by Salovey et al. (2002) as “the ability to competently process 

emotion-laden information and use it to guide cognitive activities, such as problem-solving, 

and to focus energy on necessary behaviors” (p. 159), emphasizes a person’s capacity to 

recognize, interpret, and manage both their own and others’ emotions (Mayer et al., 2000), 

as well as to harness emotions effectively in problem-solving (Saarni, 2000). In this sense, 

personality traits may serve as a foundational predisposition that shapes the development 

or expression of EI. 

 

2.4 Project-focused literature 

Managing projects for success is inherently complex and influenced by a range of 

determinants, among which personality traits of project managers play a central role. 

Research has explored the influence of personality on decision-making styles (e.g., Sedlár 

and Gurňáková, 2025), demonstrating that such styles are associated with (i) particular 

personality characteristics, (ii) the situational salience of those characteristics, and (iii) the 

degree to which a given trait is activated (Lievens et al., 2006). Heightened pressure can 
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activate maladaptive traits In project environments, thereby undermining decision quality. 

Elevated pressure among project managers will substantially increase the likelihood of 

suboptimal decisions, potentially threatening project performance (Byrne et al., 2015).  

Research on the “dark” personality traits of project managers has focused largely on the 

‘Dark Triad’ of Narcissism, Psychopathy, and Machiavellianism (Ojiako et al., 2026). 

Understanding how these socially aversive traits affect successful project performance is 

essential to advancing the literature.  

Narcissism encompasses traits of dominance, entitlement, and inflated self-importance 

(Nenadić et al., 2021). Narcissists sustain exaggerated self-views and engage in self-

promotion and boasting (Den Hartog et al., 2020). Project-focused studies include Ali et al. 

(2021), Lynch et al. (2022), and Cavazotte et al. (2023). 

Psychopathy comprises impulsivity, thrill-seeking, and emotional detachment (Justman, 

2021). Psychopaths often disregard societal norms (Forsyth et al., 2012), displaying 

superficial charm and manipulativeness (Hall and Benning, 2006), coupled with aggression 

and lack of empathy (Hare, 2003). The corporate world’s emphasis on power and status may 

attract individuals high in psychopathy (Schyns, 2015), though their prevalence in leadership 

remains debated (Landay et al., 2019). Initially mistaken for narcissists due to charm and 

manipulation (Rauthmann, 2012), psychopaths are soon perceived negatively as empathy 

deficits emerge. Of the triad, psychopathy is viewed as the most malevolent due to its strong 

link with antisocial behaviour (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). Project-related literature 

remains limited (e.g., Jarman, 2013). 

Machiavellianism reflects strategic manipulation and exploitative interpersonal conduct 

(Christie and Geis, 1970). High-Machiavellian individuals exploit others for personal gain, 

disregard ethics (DeShong et al., 2017), and may bend or break rules (Litvin, 2019). They view 

others as weak and easily manipulated, exhibiting cynicism, emotional detachment, and a 

focus on agentic goals such as wealth and power (Rauthmann and Will, 2011). While initially 

perceived as competent under certain conditions (Hawley, 2003), they are typically disliked 

over time (Wilson et al., 1998). Project-oriented studies include Ahmad et al. (2022) and 

Xiong et al. (2023).  
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Overall, it can inferred from the literature that latent Dark Triad personality traits in project 

managers can be empirically inferred through observable behavioural indicators associated 

with Narcissism, Psychopathy, and Machiavellianism (Ojiako et al., 2026). Collectively, 

these behavioural patterns provide measurable proxies through which underlying 

dispositions towards socially aversive and malevolent behavior can be identified within 

project management contexts. In sum therefore, we hypothesize that:  

H1: Latent ‘Dark triad’ personality traits among project managers can be observed 

through indicators of Narcissism, Psychopathy,  and Machiavellianism. 

 

Although each element of the ‘Dark Triad’ is distinct, they overlap considerably. Research 

highlights notable differences in how Narcissism, Psychopathy, and Machiavellianism 

affect risk-taking, organizational citizenship, and work attitudes, differences that extend to 

project environments. However, challenges remain. While dark traits are generally linked to 

negative organizational outcomes (Szabó et al., 2018), individual traits often produce varied 

effects (Szabó et al., 2018). Moreover, most studies overlook trait concurrence, the 

likelihood that these traits co-exist (Jonason et al., 2012), making it difficult to isolate their 

unique impact on project success.  

The relationship between personality and project success is multifaceted. Regarding 

Narcissism, Pinto and Patanakul (2015) showed that narcissistic project sponsors often 

favour high-risk projects and overestimate outcomes for personal gain. Benson et al. (2016) 

found that narcissistic team members resist subordinate roles, undermining team 

cohesion. Lin et al. (2018) linked senior manager Narcissism to reduced social 

responsibility, while Al-Abrrow et al. (2019) noted that narcissistic leadership harms project 

success but can be moderated by strong risk management. Ali et al. (2021) differentiated 

between narcissistic admiration (which negatively affects success) and narcissistic rivalry 

(which does not). Recent studies support these patterns. Lynch et al. (2022) observed that 

narcissistic rivalry impairs cooperation and extends project timelines, whereas narcissistic 

admiration has little effect. Cavazotte et al. (2023) found Narcissism negatively affects cost, 

positively affects quality, and indirectly improves schedule performance. Higgs et al. (2023) 
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observed that research interest in Narcissism now exceeds that in other dark traits, a trend 

Higgs and Dulewicz (2024) attribute to its strong connection with adverse organisational 

outcomes.  

Narcissism is theoretically and empirically expected to positively load on the Dark Triad 

personality construct because it shares core characteristics with the broader constellation 

of socially aversive and malevolent traits as initially identified by Paulhus (Paulhus, 2001, 

2014; Paulhus and Williams, 2002; Paulhus and Vazire, 2007; Furnham et al., 2013). Noting 

our earlier point that although distinct, there were considerable overlap exists among each 

of the dark triad traits. Narcissism functions as a key indicator of the Dark Triad, contributing 

positively to its latent structure and explanatory power in personality-based models. Based 

on these insights, we will expect in the context of a negative relationship between the 

presence of project manager dark traits and project success, that: 

H1a: Narcissism, will positively load on the ‘Dark triad’ personality traits. 

 

Psychopathy is also expected to positively load on the Dark Triad personality construct 

because its defining characteristics also do closely correspond with the core features of 

socially aversive and malevolent personality traits. Research on Psychopathy in projects is 

limited, with Jarman (2013) examining how psychopathic traits contributed to failed 

information systems implementations. Psychopathy is linked to impulsive behaviors that 

can undermine task performance (Blickle and Schütte, 2017). Additionally, studies indicate 

a negative effect on group processes and team effectiveness. For instance, Baysinger et al. 

(2014) found that teams with high Psychopathy levels experienced more dysfunctional 

interactions, harming task performance. Psychopathy shares behavious central to 

Narcissism and Machiavellianism. As such, psychopathy represents a fundamental 

component of the Dark Triad framework, contributing significantly and positively to the 

formation and measurement of the latent Dark Triad personality construct (Furnham et al., 

2013; Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus and Williams, 2002; Paulhus and Vazire, 2007). Based on 

these findings, we propose the hypothesis that: 

H1b: Psychopathy, will positively load on the ‘Dark triad’ personality traits.  
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In projects, Machiavellianism has been linked to behaviours that threaten success. Graham 

(1996) found that project managers’ political manoeuvring for personal gain undermines 

outcomes. Gallagher et al. (2015) showed that Dark Triad traits shape whether managers 

adopt high-performance or abusive practices, often harming project results. Ahmad et al. 

(2022) observed that tyrannical, Machiavellian-style leadership weakens task performance 

and prompts team withdrawal. Xiong et al. (2023) further demonstrated that self-focused 

moral judgement fosters unethical behaviour, with Machiavellianism mediating this effect.  

As a trait that embodies the strategic, manipulative, and self-interested behaviours that 

define socially aversive and malevolent personality patterns, Machiavellianism is also 

expected to positively load on the Dark Triad personality construct. Core elements of 

Machiavellianism also do closely align with the orientation shared by Narcissism and 

Psychopathy. These characteristics complement the dominance and entitlement 

associated with Narcissism and the emotional detachment typical of Psychopathy. 

Consequently, also drawing on the work of Paulhus (Jones and Paulhus, 2010; Fehr et al., 

2013; Furnham et al., 2013; Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus and Williams, 2002; Paulhus and Vazire, 

2007). Essentially, Machiavellianism does also serve as a central and theoretically coherent 

indicator of the Dark Triad, contributing positively to its latent structure and measurement 

validity. Based on these insights, we will expect that:  

H1c: Machiavellianism, will positively load on the ‘Dark triad’ personality traits, 

 

Whereas project managers who display stronger prosocial or ‘light’ personality traits are 

commonly associated with constructive behaviours and favourable project outcomes, 

those characterised by ‘dark’ or antisocial traits are more often linked to dysfunctional 

practices that diminish the prospects of project success. The negative relationship between 

Dark Triad traits and project performance arises from their detrimental influence on the 

relational, ethical, and cooperative foundations essential to effective project execution. 

Project work is fundamentally relational, relying on trust, transparent communication, 

collective responsibility, and flexible leadership to navigate complexity. Dark Triad 
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tendencies, such as manipulation, self-interest, and callousness, systematically weaken 

these conditions. As a result, leadership credibility is compromised, stakeholder 

commitment declines, and team cohesion deteriorates. Over time, these effects manifest 

in reduced morale, fragmented collaboration, and ethical slippage, which in turn increase 

the likelihood of schedule slippage, budget escalation, quality shortfalls, and stakeholder 

dissatisfaction. Accordingly, the Dark Triad personality traits of Narcissism, Psychopathy, 

and Machiavellianism are consistently associated with poor project performance, 

particularly in complex and uncertainty-laden project contexts.Bearing this in mind, we 

hypothesize that:  

H2: ‘Dark triad’ personality traits negatively correlate with project performance. 

 

The model depicted in Figure 1, is a visual representation of structural relationships of the 

conceptual variables which are all connected. These conceptual variables represent 

formalization of the relationships between abstract concepts established by the co-authors 

in their review of related literature. The theoretical model will be tested via Structural 

Equation Modelling (SEM). We chose to undertake the analysis using SEM because, it allows 

the examination of how known ‘Dark triad’ personality subscales are likely to impact on 

otherwise unknown factorial structures of project performance. 

 

Figure 1: Theoretical model 

 



 
 

15 
 

 

 

It is our intention to simultaneously test two hypotheses within the theoretical model which 

both directly address the research question (RQ).  

 

3.0 Methods 

3.1 Overview 

Data for the study were collected from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for the following 

reasons. First, the UAE is classified as a high-power-distance culture according to 

Hofstede’s national cultural dimensions (The Culture Factor, 2023). In such cultures, 

hierarchies are emphasized, and managers' personalities can have significant effects due 

to their considerable decision-making discretion over subordinates. Second, while the 

UAE’s infrastructure sector is one of the largest in the Middle East, approximately 50% of 

projects experience overruns in terms of typical measures of performance (i.e., time, cost 

and quality) (Faridi and El-Sayegh, 2006; Johnson and Babu, 2020). Additionally, the UAE’s 

competitive economy attracts individuals seeking prestige, power, and career advancement 

(Maitner, 2023). However, these individuals are also likely to exhibit behaviours linked to 

dark personality traits (Singh and Singh, 2002). Despite the above, the UAE remains 

underrepresented in empirical studies examining how such traits manifest in project 

manager behaviour, making localized inquiry essential. 
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Project Success
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3.2. The developed scale measures  

The aim of our study was to examine the potential relationship between concurrent project 

manager ‘dark’ personality traits (i.e., Narcissism, Psychopathy and Machiavellianism) and 

project performance.  

The use of self-report questionnaires is a widely popular method for examining 

personality traits (Paulhus and Vazire, 2007). In fact, self-report surveys represent the most 

commonly employed form of psychological assessment (Robinson and Routledge, 2015). 

Their popularity arises from their capacity to offer a practical and efficient means of 

capturing individuals’ internal thoughts, emotions, and perceptions, aspects of human 

experience that are often extremely difficult to observe or measure directly. 

In looking for an appropriate scale for the study we considered two instruments: the 12-

item Dirty Dozen (Jonason and Webster, 2010) and the 27-item Short ‘Dark Triad’ (Jones and 

Paulhus, 2014). However, both have faced substantial criticism in the literature. For 

example, Muris et al. (2017) argue that the limited number of items in these instruments may 

fail to fully capture critical features of each dark personality subscale. In looking at other 

scales that measure the three core dark personality factors we noted that a common 

critique of the scales employed in studies of dark leadership is that they tend to be self-

assessed (Higgs et al, 2023). To address this, we adapted existing scale items to produce a 

follower related scale that would be relevant for a project management context.  

We adapted existing scale items becuase we are not aware of specific developed project-

focused dark personality trait measure instrument currently available that consider the 

incidence of concurrent ‘dark’ personality trait subscales. The measure we employed drew 

on the following previously validated scales. For Narcissism, we used Raskin and Terry 

(1988) and Jonason and Webster (2010). The sample items included; Project managers tend 

to try to be dominant in social situations; Project managers tend to be egocentric. For 

Machiavellianism, we used Dahling et al. (2009), Jonason and Webster (2010), and Jones 

and Paulhus (2014). The sample items included: Project managers are willing to sabotage 

the efforts of other people if they threaten their goals. Finally, for Psychopathy, we relied on 

Levenson et al. (1995), Jonason and Webster (2010), and Jones and Paulhus (2014). The 
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sample items include: Project managers tell other people what they want to hear so that they 

will do what they want them to do; People who underestimate project managers always 

regret it.  

 

3.3. Questionnaire description 

The questionnaire (Appendix A), was structured into three distinct sections, with questions 

serving as independent variable factors. Respondents were initially given information 

regarding the study, which included details about dark personality traits and the relationship 

between these traits and project outcomes (i.e, project performance). They were 

subsequently informed about the voluntary nature of their participation, along with 

assurances that their responses would remain confidential and anonymous. The 

questionnaire incorporated several quality assurance measures. To verify eligibility, 

respondents were also asked to confirm their recent involvement in a project, specifically in 

the capacity of a project manager (at any level). Those who did not meet this requirement 

were excluded from the study. Our intention here being to ensure that the respondents were 

considering their own actions, and not abstract notions/generalizations of an ideal project 

manager. 

To promote thoughtful responses, participants were encouraged to commit to providing 

well-considered answers. Respondents who answered 'no' were excluded, while those who 

were 'not sure either way' were permitted to continue, with their responses being evaluated 

on an individual basis. Geisen (2022) states that this approach does improve response 

quality. Additional quality control measures included an attention-check question, AI-driven 

bot detection utilizing the Q_RecaptchaScore, and monitoring of the time taken to complete 

the survey and the progress made. 

We used a six-point Likert-type scale (Likert, 1932) for measurement. While seven-point 

scales are often praised in the literature for their reliability (Preston and Colman, 2000) and 

are common in project-related research (Hensley, 1999), the use of a six-point scale is not 

unusual (Yang et al., 2011). A six-point scale is generally suitable when the goal is to 

encourage respondents to explicitly express agreement or disagreement (Taherdoost, 
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2019). This approach is preferred when (i) a scale with many points is used (Matell and 

Jacoby, 1972) or (ii) there are concerns that respondents may avoid the neutral midpoint to 

steer clear of socially sensitive topics (Johns, 2010). 

This concern is relevant to our study, which explores the ‘dark side of projects,’ 

encompassing sensitive topics (Locatelli et al., 2022a, 2022b). Additionally, some research 

suggests that dark personality subscales may be stigmatized as personality disorders 

(Stanton et al., 2023). Following Taherdoost’s (2019) recommendation, we reversed the 

question labels, with 1 representing ‘Strongly agree’ and 6 representing ‘Strongly disagree,’ 

instead of the conventional 1 (‘Strongly disagree’) to 6 (‘Strongly agree’). 

 

3.4. Scale measures  

All questions in the survey instrument were carefully selected with self-reporting efficacy in 

mind (Paulhus and Vazire, 2007). Specifically, we ensured (i) the survey clearly 

communicated the behavioural measures, (ii) it facilitated reporting of behaviours generally 

performed privately, and (iii) it engaged respondents' personalities in a non-invasive 

manner. The study was conducted solely in English, avoiding potential issues with context, 

syntax, or terminology in language translation. 

The process for selecting items from the validated scales entailed considering 

whether it (i) applied to the study, (ii) addressed the research question, and (iii) did not 

duplicate items from other selected  scales. The selection process involved three co-

authors, who assessed each scale using a rating of ‘0’ for ‘Not at all a match,’ ‘1’ for 

‘Somewhat matches,’ and ‘2’ for ‘Very close match.’ . After completing the exercise, the final 

summed scores were recorded for each scale. For full agreement, a scale measure of ‘3’ 

was selected. To ensure the independence of the scales, two additional co-authors served 

as observers.  

 

3.5. Conducting the study 

To address potential confounding variables and drawing on Chipulu et al. (2014) and Ojiako 

et al. (2023), we began the study by piloting a draft questionnaire with 10 PhD candidates 
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from the engineering management programme at the University of Sharjah. Participants 

were selected based on their demonstrable technical and managerial expertise in project 

management, as defined by the United Arab Emirates Society of Engineers 

(www.soeuae.ae). Expertise was determined according to the criteria outlined by Hallowell 

and Gambatese (2010). Feedback from pilot participants was used to refine the survey. After 

revisions, the questionnaire was re-sent to the participants to ensure their suggestions were 

fully incorporated. 

To gather a large sample size, we employed a snowball sampling approach, which is 

commonly used in project management research (Chipulu et al., 2024) when it is difficult to 

define the total population of practitioners. In the UAE, no comprehensive register exists for 

project management professionals, and many are not affiliated with professional bodies. 

While snowball sampling is non-random, we mitigated this by using filtering techniques in 

the questionnaire to ensure only respondents with relevant experience were included in the 

final data analysis. 

The questionnaire was disseminated through multiple channels. A link to the survey was 

posted on the LinkedIn pages of the first and second co-authors and sent to professional 

contacts via email using a database of over 1,300 contacts. Respondents were encouraged 

to share the survey link within their networks. Data collection lasted from 4 December 2022 

to 26 August 2023, when the survey was closed. 

We received 607 responses. However, many responses were incomplete, with over 12 

questions left unanswered in several cases. After removing these incomplete responses 

(198 in total), 409 usable questionnaires remained for analysis. 

Of the 409 valid responses received, approximately 66% (268) of the respondents were 

male, 33% (136) were female, and 1% (5) did not declare their gender. Table 1 shows the 

distribution of the ages of the respondents, with the majority, i.e., 76%, aged from 25 to 44. 

The male–female distribution fits those reported in previous studies, which highlights that 

the project management profession has traditionally been male dominated (Greer and 

Carden 2021). The same applies to the reported distribution on age which also fits those 

reported in previous studies (Chipulu et al. 2017; Akkermans et al. 2020). 
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Table 1: Age distribution of respondents 

Age Range Frequency Per cent Cumulative 
Frequency 

Cumulative 
Per cent 

35-44 163 39.85 163 39.85 

25-34 148 36.19 311 76.04 

45-54 45 11.00 356 87.04 

18-24 40 9.78 396 96.82 

55-64 10 2.44 406 99.27 

65+ 3 0.73 409 100.00 

 

Table 2 indicates that most of the projects cost less than USD 500k (38%) or at least USD 

500k but less than USD 5M (31%). Most projects (70%) lasted up to two years. Project sizes, 

which are shown in Table 3, appear consistent with these budgets and durations with the 

number of people involved in most being less than 50 and the number of organisations being 

five or less. 

 

Table 2: Project budget and duration 

Table of Project Duration by Project Budget 
Project Duration Project Budget 
Frequency Less than 

$500K (USD) 
At least $500K (USD) 
but less than $5M(USD) 

At least $5M(USD) 
but less than 
$100M(USD) 

At least 
$100M(USD) 

Total 

1-2 years 51 66 29 5 151 
Less than a year 91 25 7 5 128 
3 to 5 years 9 30 27 25 91 
Longer than 5 years 3 6 10 16 35 
Total 154 127 73 51 405 
Frequency Missing = 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

21 
 

Table 3: Number of people involved by number of organisations involved in the project 

Table of Number of people involved by Number of organisations involved 
Number of people involved Number of organisations involved 
Frequency Two to five One Zero (no other organisations 

were involved in the project) 
More than 
five 

Total 

At least 10 but less than 50 88 31 25 25 169 
Less than 10 53 44 43 8 148 
At least 50 but less than 100 34 3 5 11 53 
At least 100 16 0 4 19 39 
Total 191 78 77 63 409 

 

4.0 Analysis 

4.1. Scale reliability  

We subjected the indicators of ‘Dark Triad’ personality traits and project performance to 

Cronbach Alpha analysis to determine reliability. Based on this, we dropped indicators if 

deleting the indicator produced an increase in the coefficient alpha as that indicates that 

the measure is not consistent with others on the scale. Table 4 shows the retained indicators 

for the ‘Dark Triad’ personality traits, the subscales for project performance, and the alpha 

coefficient of each subscale. The alpha coefficients for all subscales exceeded 0.7, which 

is the recommended threshold value. Hence, we can conclude that the retained measures 

provided reliable scales. 
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Table 4: Retained indicators of ‘Dark Triad’ subscales and project performance 

Subscale and alpha coefficient Indicator Variable Reference 
Narcissism 
Cronbach Coefficient Alpha = 0.910 

1NARC 
3NARC 
4NARC 
5NARC 
6NARC 
7NARC 
8NARC 
9NARC 

Psychopathy 
Cronbach Coefficient Alpha = 0.896 

1PSY 
2PSY 
5PSY 
6PSY 
7PSY 
8PSY 
10PSY 
12PSY 

Machiavellianism 
Cronbach Coefficient Alpha = 0.810 

1MACH 
2MACH 
4MACH 
9MACH 
10MACH 
11MACH 

Project performance 
Cronbach Coefficient Alpha = 0.782 

1PMGT 
2PMGT 
3PMGT 

 

4.2. Overview of analysis 

The analysis considers the research question (RQ) which is addressed through correlational 

analysis of the substantive variables. 

 

4.2.1. Incidence of ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers 

Table 5 shows the univariate analysis of the summated scores of the ‘Dark Triad’ subscales 

for our sample case. The descriptive statistics reveal that among project managers, 

Narcissism scores are notably higher than those for Psychopathy and Machiavellianism, 

though all three traits are present at moderate levels. 



 
 

23 
 

 

Table 5: Descriptive measures of summated subscales of ‘Dark Triad’ traits 

Variable Simple Statistics 

 N Mean Median Std Dev Minimum Maximum 
Narcissism 409 4.29432 4.250000 1.47060 1.00000 7.00000 
Psychopathy 409 3.55654 3.375000 1.42878 1.00000 7.00000 
Machiavellianism 409 3.59821 3.500000 1.31671 1.00000 7.00000 

 

This distribution suggests that while project managers do not appear to exhibit extreme Dark 

Triad tendencies, narcissistic characteristics may be more prevalent and could potentially 

exert a greater influence on project performance. The consistent presence of all three traits 

at moderate intensities implies a nuanced psychological profile. This subtlety suggests that 

these traits may manifest in ways that are meaningful to professional conduct, rather than 

presenting as overtly disruptive behaviors. 

 

4.2.2. Variation of ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers by project characteristics 

Table 6 shows the analysis of the variance of each summated ‘Dark Triad’ subscale across 

heterogeneous project characteristics; namely, (i) duration, (ii) budget, (iii) number of 

people involved, and (iv) number of organisations for our sample case; this gives an initial 

result but this will be discussed further below.  

 

Table 6: Analysis of variance of ‘Dark Triad’ subscales across project characteristics 

Trait Narcissism  Psychopathy  Machiavellianism  

Project Characteristic F Value (DF = 
3) 

Pr > F F Value (DF = 
3) 

Pr > F F Value (DF = 3) Pr > F 

Project Duration 0.39 0.7637 0.45 0.7161 0.57 0.6337 
Project Budget 0.04 0.9885 0.89 0.4471 1.48 0.2200 
Number of People 0.64 0.5884 0.96 0.4109 1.27 0.2848 
Number of Organisations 1.80 0.1474 1.14 0.3332 0.18 0.9088 

 

The F-values for all tests are not statistically significant. This suggests that the levels of all 

three ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers do not vary with differences in project 

characteristics. 
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4.2.3. Effect of project manager’s level of ‘Dark Triad’ traits on project performance 

Model correlations are shown in Table 7. All correlation coefficients are significant and of 

sizes and signs that are supportive of the theoretical model; i.e., the ‘Dark Triad’ subscales 

positively correlate and each separately negatively correlates with project performance. In 

effect, all three dark personality subscales are positively associated with increasing levels 

of one trait corresponding with simultaneous increasing levels of the other two. However, at 

the same time, increasing levels of each of the three traits within the project manager 

correspond with poorer project performance. 

 

Table 7: Model correlations 

Pearson Correlation Coefficients, N = 409 
Prob > |r| under H0: Rho=0 

 Narcissism Psychopathy Machiavellianism Project 
performance 

Narcissism 1.00000 
 

0.75177 
<.0001 

0.70389 
<.0001 

-0.23854 
<.0001 

Psychopathy 0.75177 
<.0001 

1.00000 
 

0.84520 
<.0001 

-0.25763 
<.0001 

Machiavellianism 0.70389 
<.0001 

0.84520 
<.0001 

1.00000 
 

-0.33873 
<.0001 

Project 
performance 

-0.23854 
<.0001 

-0.25763 
<.0001 

-0.33873 
<.0001 

1.00000 
 

 

We conducted Structural Equation Modelling using SPSS AMOS 29. The Chi-square for the 

model significant with χ2 = 553.78 (df = 271, p < 0.001) suggests a significant discrepancy. 

However, other fit measures suggest a good fit: Root Mean square Residual (RMR) = 0.128, 

i.e., close to zero; Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.054 was less than 

.06, which indicates good fit; Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 0.990 was greater than 0.95 and 

close to 1; and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.946 was greater than the recommended 

threshold of 0.9.  

The average variance explained (AVE) of the subscales all exceeded the recommended 

threshold of 0.5. The AVE values were project performance = 0.552; Machiavellianism = 

0.509; Psychopathy = 0.522; and Narcissism = 0.563. 
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Table 8 shows the ‘Dark Triad’ standardized values of the loadings of each indicator onto 

its assigned factor and the regression effects.  

 

Table 8. Estimated effects for the ‘Dark Triad’ 

Variable 1 Effect  Variable 2 
(Subscale) 

Estimate 

Narcissism <--- Dark Triad Traits 0.83 
Psychopathy <--- Dark Triad Traits 0.97 
Machiavellianism <--- Dark Triad Traits 0.989 
Project 
performance 

<--- Dark Triad Traits -0.334 

1NARC <--- Narcissism 0.53 
3NARC <--- Narcissism 0.696 
4NARC <--- Narcissism 0.749 
5NARC <--- Narcissism 0.737 
6NARC <--- Narcissism 0.732 
7NARC <--- Narcissism 0.833 
8NARC <--- Narcissism 0.848 
9NARC <--- Narcissism 0.827 
1MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.807 
2MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.682 
4MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.767 
9MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.586 
10MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.703 
11MACH <--- Machiavellianism 0.702 
1PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.652 
2PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.688 
5PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.756 
6PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.785 
7PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.746 
8PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.726 
10PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.695 
12PSY <--- Psychopathy 0.764 
1PMGT <--- Project 

performance 
0.703 

2PMGT <--- Project 
performance 

0.841 

3PMGT <--- Project 
performance 

0.673 
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All estimated values (as shown in Table 8) were significant at the 0.05 p-value level. 

Consistent with the theory, the three ‘Dark Triad’ subscales have strong positive loadings on 

the ‘Dark Triad’ factor. Therefore, for the initial model, hypotheses H1a, H1b, and H1c were 

all supported. Similarly, the estimated effect of the ‘Dark Triad’ factor on project 

performance is negative and significant, which supports hypothesis H2. 

 

4.2.4. Effect of project manager’s level of ‘Dark Dyad’ traits on project performance 

Earlier, we highlighted questions being raised on the various elements of the ‘Dark Triad’ 

and/or ‘Dark Tetrad’ configurations. In a good number of these instances, the place of 

Psychopathy within the ‘Dark Triad’ had been questioned. The SEM model estimated a 

negative variance for the Psychopathy subscale, which is not admissible. This indicated 

issues with multicollinearity resulting from the very strong correlation between Psychopathy 

and the other ‘Dark Triad’ subscales (i.e., Machiavellianism and Narcissism). Therefore, to 

address this issue, we simplified the model so that we estimated a revised model shown in 

Figure 2, which we refer to as the ‘Dark Dyad’ model. 

 

Figure 2: Revised theoretical model 
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The structural equation model of the ‘Dark dyad’, using the asymptotically distribution-free 

approach, produced an acceptable fit. Although the Chi-square for the model χ2 = 333.685 

(df = 116, p < 0.001) was significant, the discretionary fit parameter indicated an acceptable 

fit with Root Mean square Residual (RMR) = 0.329, i.e., close to zero, where the Goodness of 

Fit Index (GFI) = 0.928 was greater than 0.9 and close to 1, and remained so even when 

adjusted for the degrees of freedom so that Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) = 0.906.  

The average variance explained (AVE) of the subscales all reached the recommended 

threshold of 0.5. The AVE values were project performance = 0.64, Machiavellianism= 0.56, 

and Narcissism = 0.63. 

We applied Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion to evaluate Discriminant Validity, whereby 

Discriminant validity is established if the AVE for each construct is greater than the squared 

correlation it shares with any other construct in the model.  Table 9 shows the relevant data 

for the three constructs in the final model. 

 

Table 9. Construct Validity using Fornell and Larcker Criterion 

Construct 
  

Cross-Construct Correlations  
AVE Square Root 

of AVE 
Project 
performance 

Machiavellia
nism 

Narcissism 

Project 
performance 

0.64 0.8 
 

-0.33873 -0.23854 

Machiavellia
nism 

0.56 0.7483 
  

0.70389 

Narcissism 0.63 0.7937 
   

 

All three constructs exhibit good discriminant validity as the square root of AVE is greater 

than their correlations with the other constructs in the model. 

Table 10 shows the standardized values of the loadings of each indicator onto its 

assigned factor and the regression effects. All estimated values were significant at the 0.05 

p-value level. Consistent with the theoretical model in Figure 2, the two ‘Dark dyad’ 

subscales have strong positive loadings on the ‘Dark dyad’ factor. Therefore, both 

hypotheses H1a and H1c were supported. Similarly, the estimated effect of the ‘Dark dyad’ 

factor on project performance was negative and significant, in support of hypothesis H2.  
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Table 10. Estimated effects for the ‘Dark dyad’ 

Measure  Factor 
Estimat
e 

Narcissism Trait  <--- Dark Dyad traits 0.841 
Machiavellianism 
Trait <--- Dark Dyad traits 0.999 
Project performance <--- Dark Dyad traits -0.584 
1MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.843 
2MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.778 
4MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.792 
9MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.696 
10MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.632 
11MACH <--- Machiavellianism traits 0.732 
1NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.579 
3NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.76 
4NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.807 
5NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.758 
6NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.817 
7NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.863 
8NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.881 
8NARC <--- Narcissism traits 0.872 
1PMGT <--- Project performance 0.687 
2PMGT <--- Project performance 0.836 
3PMGT <--- Project performance 0.866 

 

 

5.0. Discussion  

Briefly stated, we made five specific findings from the study which are now discussed under 

four headings: (i) the manifestation of ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers; (ii) 

variation of ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers by project characteristics; (iii) 

relationship between project manager’s level of dark personality traits and project 

performance; and (iv) negative variance for the Psychopathy subscale. 

 

5.1‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers 

Univariate analysis of the summated ‘Dark Triad’ subscales showed moderate levels of all 

traits, with Narcissism being more prevalent among project managers than Psychopathy or 
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Machiavellianism. The presence of all three traits supports evidence of their overlap and 

intercorrelation (Miller et al., 2019). As maladaptive traits, they may be viewed as lower-

order constructs contributing to a higher-order trait of malevolence (Rauthmann and Kolar, 

2012), aligning with the ‘unificationist’ view of a global dark personality factor (Jones and 

Paulhus, 2010). This contrasts with the ‘discriminationist’ perspective, which treats these 

traits as distinct, each with separate behavioural dynamics. 

Our findings on the higher levels of Narcissism among project managers are not 

particularly surprising. For example, Muris et al. (2017) observed that the three ‘Dark Triad’ 

personality traits do not equate equally in importance. Similar findings have been reported 

elsewhere. Rauthmann and Kolar (2012) also found Narcissism to generally weigh in much 

more positively than Psychopathy or Machiavellianism in a study of psychology students. 

Comparable results were reported by Westerman et al. (2012) in a study of business 

students. 

Another explanation for our finding relates to the composition of the current workforce, 

which is predominantly made up of millennials (TeamStage, 2024). Several studies have 

found higher incidences of Narcissism among the millennial generation than among 

previous generations (Suchak et al., 2022). 

 

5.2. Variation of ‘Dark Triad’ traits among project managers by project characteristics 

In our analysis of the variance in each summated ‘Dark Triad’ subscale across 

heterogeneous project characteristics, we found that the levels of all three ‘Dark Triad’ traits 

among project managers did not vary with differences in project characteristics. This finding 

was somewhat surprising. Various theories, particularly those aligned with the 'person-task 

fit' thesis (van Woerkom et al., 2024), have been cited by researchers to demonstrate how 

the personalities of project managers serve as crucial predictors of project decisions and 

may negatively impact project outcomes (Malach-Pines et al., 2009). Much of this research 

is situated within the operations and project management literature (Hassan et al., 2017), 

as well as in related disciplines such as human resource management and organizational 

behaviour (e.g., Rafique et al., 2023). 
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Two points warrant discussion. First, personality traits may significantly influence the 

type of job an individual project manager prefers (Stewart et al., 2005). This implies that 

project managers tend to select projects that they perceive to be aligned with their 

personalities. Consequently, the greater the alignment between a project manager’s 

personality and the project they have chosen to lead, the more likely they are to commit to 

driving project performance. Second, despite these preferences, project managers do not 

always have autonomy in choosing their assignments. Instead, their placement is often 

determined by the project sponsor (Pinto and Patanakul, 2015). This suggests that it is the 

trait disposition of the project sponsor, rather than that of the project manager, that may 

vary with differences in project characteristics. 

 

5.3. Relationship between project manager’s level of dark personality traits on project 

performance 

We employed Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) to assess the nature of relationship 

between an individual’s ‘Dark Triad’ personality traits and project performance (as a 

measure of project performance). We made two significant findings. First, all three dark 

personality subscales were positively associated with increasing levels of one trait, which 

corresponded with simultaneous increases in the other two traits. Second, higher levels of 

each of the three traits were linked to poorer project performance. 

Our findings regarding the positive correlation between increasing trait levels align with 

existing literature. Hardin and Smith (2022) found that the presence of each ‘Dark Triad’ trait 

predicted the others significantly. This suggests that individuals exhibiting Narcissism were 

also likely to exhibit Machiavellianism and Psychopathy, and vice versa. Our results, 

therefore, support the ‘unificationist’ view of the dark personality factor. 

As for the association between increasing trait levels and poorer project performance, 

our findings match project-focused literature, which indicates that higher levels of any ‘Dark 

Triad’ trait are positively related to worsening project outcomes. For instance, 

Machiavellianism negatively impacts team members psychologically (e.g., fostering 

distrust), reduces commitment, increases burnout, and promotes counterproductive 
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behaviours. These behaviours impede the project manager's ability to build effective 

relationships with the team and can lead to high turnover, threatening project performance. 

Lubit (2002) outlines characteristics of Narcissism, which we argue have significant 

negative implications for projects. These include an inflated sense of self-importance, 

entitlement, exploitation, and a lack of concern for others. Other traits include prioritizing 

personal needs over the project’s (Gallagher et al., 2015), holding unrealistic expectations 

(Pinto and Patanakul, 2015), and a tendency toward risk-taking (Foster et al., 2009). 

Narcissism personality traits will therefore undermine project performance. 

Although literature on Psychopathy in projects is limited, with notable work by Jarman 

(2013), broader psychological literature supports our findings. Psychopaths tend to exhibit 

aggression, lack of empathy, and indifference, creating a fear-driven environment. This 

leads to high staff turnover, which negatively impacts project performance (Marsh and 

Cardinale, 2012). Psychopaths also lack responsibility (Boddy et al., 2010) and demonstrate 

poor judgment (Newman, 1998), further jeopardizing project performance. In conclusion, 

Psychopathy personality traits will therefore undermine project performance. 

 

5.4. Negative variance for the Psychopathy subscale 

We found that the SEM model estimated a negative variance for the Psychopathy subscale, 

suggesting that it was not a a major personality trait related to successful project 

performance. Our findings indicate that psychopathy is not significantly related to 

successful project performance. Thus, despite Singh and Singh’s (2002) assertion that the 

project environment enables Machiavellian and perhaps also psychopathic behaviour, it 

may be that the context of project management is not sufficient to enable the emergence of 

psychopathic traits as dark behaviours. For these reasons, Narcissism and 

Machiavellianism are the only predictors of dark personalities among project managers, 

forming a ‘Dark dyad’ personality trait.  

Our findings were not expected. This is particularly notable given the limited research on 

the distinct behaviour of psychopathy within project management contexts, with Jarman 

(2013) being the only notable study to date. As a result, there remains an inadequate 
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understanding of how Psychopathy manifests in project settings. Nevertheless, some 

studies have reported that elevated levels of Psychopathy are negatively associated with 

group and team effectiveness, both of which are important elements of projects. Examples 

include the works of Ravindran et al. (2024). 

Our findings are also interesting given that there are no precise figures on the proportion 

of managers exhibiting psychopathic traits. However, Croom et al. (2021) found that about 

12% of supply chain managers showed clinically significant evidence of Psychopathy. We 

believe there are reasons why we did not find Psychopathy in our sample. One reason is that 

projects are temporary, leading to high employment mobility and career repositioning. 

Project managers are hired based on their job fitness, which often involves understanding 

their career history. Psychopathy traits would hinder hiring due to a career history likely 

marked by nefarious behaviours, making it less likely that such individuals are hired or 

selected for new projects. Moreover, unlike Narcissism and Machiavellianism, which 

become progressively less favourable over time, psychopathy tends to be viewed negatively 

from the outset in interactions with others. Furthermore, while formal job ads are important 

for project manager roles (Chipulu et al., 2012, 2016), jobs are mainly procured through 

professional and social networks (Barbulescu, 2015). Psychopaths struggle to maintain 

relationships, which makes it less likely they would be hired or would remain in project 

manager roles. 

 

6.0 Conclusions 

This paper presents the findings of an exploratory study examining the potential relationship 

between project managers’ socially aversive personalities and project performance. Our 

analysis yields five key insights. First, Narcissism appears more prevalent among project 

managers than either Psychopathy or Machiavellianism. Second, the levels of all three ‘Dark 

Triad’ traits do not vary significantly with project characteristics, such as project 

heterogeneity. Third, the traits are positively correlated, with higher levels of one trait 

associated with increases in the others. Fourth and fifth, elevated levels of each trait 

generally correspond with poorer project outcomes, although the Psychopathy subscale 



 
 

33 
 

shows a negligible relationship with performance. These findings offer both theoretical and 

practical contributions to project management research. 

Uniquely, our research examines the concurrent occurrence of Narcissism, 

Psychopathy, and Machiavellianism rather than treating them independently, filling a gap 

identified in existing scholarship (Szabó et al., 2018). By exploring this concurrency, we 

enhance understanding of how combined dark traits may influence project performance. 

While acknowledging this overlap, each ‘Dark Triad’ trait retains distinctive features (Bader 

et al., 2023), and project managers may exhibit any single trait independently. Our findings 

align with Rogoza et al. (2022), indicating that the Dark Triad provides a limited but useful 

lens for understanding tendencies toward malevolent behaviour. Methodologically, this 

study is the first to apply a structural model to examine the simultaneous occurrence of 

these traits among project managers, offering a more robust and nuanced framework than 

prior research, which often relied on simpler trait measures or isolated analyses. 

 

6.1. Theoretical contributions 

The findings of this study generate important theoretical and practical implications for three 

interrelated areas of project scholarship and practice: (i) project success, (ii) project 

leadership, and the emerging literature on (iii) the dark side of projects. By placing explicit 

emphasis on the human and psychological dimensions of project work, the study responds 

to a long-standing concern within project management that has often been acknowledged 

rhetorically but insufficiently examined empirically. While formal methodologies, 

governance frameworks, and technical competencies remain essential, this research 

reinforces the view that project outcomes are fundamentally shaped by the behavioural 

dispositions and personality characteristics of those entrusted with leadership 

responsibilities. 

 

6.1.1 Theoretical contributions for project success 

Historically, a narrowly defined conception of project success, centred on the achievement 

of cost, time, and quality targets, has dominated the project management literature (e.g., 
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Atkinson, 1999; Pollack et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2021). This study, however, builds directly 

on the subjectivist reconceptualisation of project success advanced by Ika and Pinto (2022), 

who contend that success should be understood as a socially constructed and contextually 

embedded phenomenon rather than a purely objective or technically defined outcome. 

From this perspective, project success emerges through stakeholder interactions and is 

interpreted differently according to stakeholders’ interests, expectations, and power 

relations. Such negotiations are particularly important given the well-documented lack of 

agreement among stakeholder groups, including senior management, core project teams, 

and project beneficiaries, regarding the factors that constitute project success (Davis, 2014; 

Chipulu et al., 2019; de Almeida Rodrigues et al., 2024). 

Extending this line of reasoning, the present findings suggest that project success may 

also be filtered through the personality of the project manager. Project managers exhibiting 

elevated levels of dark personality traits may develop idiosyncratic and self-serving 

interpretations of success that diverge from those held by other stakeholders, thereby 

creating misalignment between perceived and actual performance. This personality-

dominated framing of success, where project outcomes are attributed primarily to 

individual actors and personal traits rather than to systemic project factors (e.g., 

governance mechanisms) or contextual constraints (Malach-Pines et al., 2009; Mazur et al., 

2014), introduces an additional layer of subjectivity that further complicates traditional 

approaches to success evaluation and performance measurement. 

Empirical evidence from this study demonstrates that higher levels of narcissism and 

machiavellianism, and to a lesser extent psychopathy, are negatively associated with 

project performance. These findings underscore the central role of project manager 

behaviour in shaping project outcomes (e.g., Ahadzie et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2016). They 

also provide a strong counterpoint to conventional project management models that 

prioritise technical expertise, procedural compliance, and methodological rigour as the 

primary drivers of success (Zheng et al., 2025). While such competencies remain critical, 

the results suggest that they may be insufficient on their own. Projects may still 

underperform or fail when project manager behavioural tendencies undermine 
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collaboration, ethical decision-making, and trust, even in the presence of robust technical 

systems. 

Future research could therefore extend this work by examining the effects of dark 

personality traits on a broader, more strategic conception of project success. This might 

include a wider range of stakeholders (Davis, 2014), the overall usefulness and benefits of 

projects beyond immediate deliverables, alongside tactical success criteria (Williams, 

2022), and further reconceptualisation of the very notion of “project success” itself (Ika and 

Pinto, 2022). 

 

6.1.2 Theoretical contributions for project leadership 

Classical leadership theory distinguishes between technical, human, and conceptual skills, 

arguing that leadership effectiveness is driven less by technical proficiency and more by the 

capacity to understand people, interpret complex situations, and exercise judgement (Katz, 

1955). While this foundational framework has long shaped leadership research, project 

management scholarship has sometimes emphasized technical competence as an implicit 

marker of leadership effectiveness (Webster, 1994; Grant et al., 1997; Varajão and Takagi, 

2024). Our study challenges this assumption by reinforcing the primacy of human skills, 

while also advancing project leadership theory through a more behaviourally grounded and 

psychologically realistic lens. 

Specifically, the study positions socially aversive (or “dark”) personality traits as critical 

antecedents of leadership behaviour and, by extension, project performance. In doing so, it 

aligns with growing evidence that technical competence alone should not be treated as a 

proxy for leadership effectiveness (Tan, 2022), nor assumed to offset or neutralise the 

dysfunctional behavioural consequences associated with destructive personality 

tendencies. This represents a conceptual shift away from overly instrumental views of 

leadership capability towards a more nuanced understanding of how stable personality 

dispositions shape managerial action in project environments. 

Rather than treating leadership as inherently prosocial, this perspective recognises 

leadership behaviour as contingent, relational, and subject to individual psychological 
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predispositions. Our findings demonstrate that dark personality traits can significantly 

undermine key dimensions of project leadership, including risk-related decision-making 

(Wang et al., 2016; Ali et al., 2021), trust formation and maintenance (Prater and 

Kirytopoulos, 2024), and conflict management processes (Lynch et al., 2022). By 

foregrounding these behavioural mechanisms, the study enriches explanations of 

leadership variability in projects (see also Hardin and Smith, 2022; Van Gerven et al., 2026) 

and helps clarify why technically capable project managers may nonetheless preside over 

poor performance outcomes (Cavazotte et al., 2023; Xiong et al., 2023). 

Theoretically, this contribution challenges idealised portrayals of project leaders as 

rational, impartial, and uniformly benevolent actors (Cheng et al., 2005; Bredillet et al., 

2015; Kassa et al., 2024). Instead, it advances a psychologically grounded account of 

project leadership that recognises how enduring personality traits shape judgement, 

interpersonal conduct, and governance-relevant behaviours. This framing also brings 

project leadership research into closer alignment with contemporary debates in personality 

psychology and behavioural governance. 

From a practical and governance standpoint, the study underscores the need to sensitise 

project sponsors, oversight bodies, and key stakeholders to the risks posed by dark 

personality traits. Given the relative stability of such traits across time and project contexts, 

organisations cannot rely solely on selection or leadership training as remedial strategies. 

Instead, systematic and sustained support mechanisms are required, including 

strengthened governance structures, ethical oversight, behavioural monitoring, and 

leadership development initiatives that emphasise self-awareness, accountability, and 

adaptive coping strategies (Hudson, 2023). These interventions are particularly critical in 

complex, high-stakes projects, where the behavioural failures of project leaders can 

generate severe and far-reaching consequences. 

 

6.1.3 Theoretical contributions for the dark side of projects 

The study also makes a substantive contribution to the growing body of research on the dark 

side of projects (Locatelli et al., 2022a, 2022b), which seeks to move beyond the dominant 
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focus on positive and prosocial attributes in project research. Historically, phenomena such 

as unethical conduct, corruption, and illegality within projects have been viewed as 

uncomfortable or marginal topics, resulting in their limited coverage within mainstream 

project management journals (Locatelli et al., 2022a). Turner (2022) similarly notes that 

psychological and cognitive dimensions have received relatively little attention within the 

field. As a result, there remains a paucity of empirical studies examining how dark 

personality traits predispose project leaders to destructive or malevolent behaviours. 

By addressing this gap, the present study contributes to an expanding stream of 

scholarship that recognises the prevalence of socially aversive traits among project 

management practitioners and their potential role in explaining unethical and unlawful 

practices in project settings. Documented examples include corruption in large-scale 

infrastructure projects (Locatelli et al., 2017), the persistence of modern slavery within 

project supply chains (Alzoubi et al., 2023), and the deliberate misrepresentation or 

manipulation of project information (Ojiako, 2023; Ojiako et al., 2025). In extreme cases, the 

interaction between dark personality traits, organisational pressures, and weak governance 

arrangements may precipitate behaviours that expose individuals and organisations to 

significant legal and criminal liability (Kirkland, 2022; Ojiako, 2023). Collectively, these 

insights reinforce the importance of integrating psychological realism into project 

management research and practice, particularly when seeking to understand project 

failure, misconduct, and harm within complex organisational and institutional contexts. 

 

6.2. Practical and managerial implications  

The findings of this study yield important practical insights for project sponsors. They point 

to the need for a reconceptualization of the social and relational fabric supporting project 

manager behaviour. Specifically, project sponsors should recognize the potential interplay 

and co-occurrence of project managers’ dark personality traits, which may collectively 

shape behavioural dynamics and influence project performance. Addressing this challenge 

requires the formulation of more nuanced person–task fit frameworks, ones that extend 

beyond the prescriptive approaches currently emphasized in the project management 
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literature and take into account the psychological and behavioural complexity of leadership 

roles. We contend that such frameworks should consider situational stressors that can 

amplify or trigger the concurrent manifestation of dark traits. Doing so will enable project 

sponsorts to anticipate and mitigate undesirable behavioural outcomes before they 

escalate into performance or governance failures. The findings also provide valuable 

learning opportunities for team members who work closely with project managers, 

encouraging greater awareness of how personality traits drive behaviours influence (with an 

impact on interpersonal relations, communication patterns, and collective performance). 

At an institutional level, the study underscores the importance of carefully designing 

processes for the identification, evaluation, and management of dark personality 

tendencies among project management professionals. Nevertheless, project sponsorts and 

project organisations must exercise caution when employing psychometric or behavioural 

assessment tools, as their reliability and validity critically determine the soundness of 

evaluation outcomes. Finally, it is essential to acknowledge that the expression of dark 

personality traits is situationally contingent, shaped by context, culture, and organizational 

climate, thereby reinforcing the need for adaptive, context-sensitive management and 

leadership development interventions.. 

 

6.3. Limitations 

The study has several limitations that open avenues for future research. First, and perhaps 

most importantly, is the use of a scale that was developed for this research. This includes 

tests for face, convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity. In the case of scales for the 

‘Dark Triad’ (or its components), the challenge is compounded by significant construct 

overlap. Indeed, most of the existing measures are subject to considerable critique. For 

example, the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (see Raskin and Terry, 1988) is criticized for 

producing a global measure of narcissism, which can lead to contradictory findings 

(Ackerman et al., 2011). This has sparked discussions around sub-divisions of narcissism 

(e.g., adaptive and maladaptive), with some scholars arguing that adaptive narcissism is not 

necessarily a negative trait, and that only maladaptive narcissism should be measured in 
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the context of dark traits (Brown et al., 2009). Similar issues arise with the measurement of 

Psychopathy and Machiavellianism. Furthermore, our finding of significant overlap among 

the three subscales, Narcissism, Psychopathy and Machiavellianism, is well established in 

the literature and itself constitutes a critique of using ‘Dark Triad’ measures.  

We had defined project performance primarily using the "iron triangle" metrics (see 

Atkinson, 1999): completion within schedule, within budget, and in accordance with 

specified quality or standards. However, modern project management literature 

increasingly focus on project success as a multifaceted concept, extending beyond these 

traditional metrics to include stakeholder satisfaction, team morale, learning outcomes, 

and long-term organizational impact (see Ika and Pinto, 2022). Furthermore, although the 

literature argues that dark personality traits among project managers are likely to vary by 

project size, budget, and duration (i.e., project heterogeneity), we did not deliminate the 

projects studied into public, private. However, it is a reality that project characteristics (e.g., 

size, budget, duration) are often correlated with whether a project is public or private. Thus, 

not examining project ownership type (i.e., public vs private) limits the generalizability of the 

present study and serves an important contextual factor requiring future study. 

 Dark personality traits: particularly Narcissism and Psychopathy, are known to severely 

affect interpersonal relationships, team dynamics, and organizational culture. These 

negative interpersonal consequences may not be fully captured by conventional project 

performance metrics. As a result, our conclusions regarding ‘poorer project performance’ 

may understate the full extent of the relationship between dark traits (which are likely to 

cause significant harm), and less tangible, yet equally important, dimensions of project 

success. 

Second, the use of questionnaire surveys in studies examining dark personality traits, 

particularly those associated with the 'Dark Triad' (Narcissism, Psychopathy, and 

Machiavellianism), faces significant challenges due to the very nature of these traits, which 

are marked by manipulativeness, and exploitation. Individuals exhibiting such traits may 

consciously or unconsciously present themselves in a more favorable light when 

completing surveys (Kowalski et al., 2018). They may also (or on the alternative), struggle to 
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accurately assess either their own behavior or that of others (Doerfler et al., 2021). Overall, 

they may lack the reflective capacity required to respond meaningfully to survey items 

(Littrell et al., 2020). These factors can lead to distorted or inaccurate responses, thereby 

casting doubt on the validity of data obtained through such instruments.  

Third, and equally important, despite our best efforts to ensure that respondents 

reflected on their own actions, rather than abstract notions or generalizations of an ideal 

project manager, the inexperience of some participants may have affected their ability to 

accurately discern and articulate dark behaviours. Bearing this in mind, future research 

should consider alternative data sources or methods, such as direct behavioral observation 

(Furr and Funder, 2007). 

Fourth, there are potential limitations with our data analysis. A concern being that 

endogeneity was not addressed in the study which is vital for improving the accuracy and 

reliability of statistical analysiss and for better understanding the causal relationships 

between variables by justifying omitted variables and reverse causality, among others (Hill 

et al., 2021). However, while we agree with this principle, the primary statistical issue we 

encountered was not endogeneity, but a different and more fundamental problem: 

multicollinearity. The initial 'Dark Triad' SEM model produced a statistically inadmissible 

result, a negative variance for the Psychopathy subscale. This issue was directly caused by 

the extremely high correlation between the 'Dark Triad' traits (Narcissism, Psychopathy, and 

Machiavellianism). This severe multicollinearity made it impossible for the model to 

distinguish the unique contributions of each variable. Furthermore, the concern regarding 

reverse causality, which is a key aspect of endogeneity, is not conceptually applicable in 

this study. The dark personality traits (Narcissism and Machiavellianism) are enduring 

characteristics of an individual. At present, there is no theoretical basis for these traits to be 

a consequence of, or to arise from, project performance or its failure. The direction of 

influence is conceptually one-way: from the personality traits to project performance. To 

address multicollinearity, we simplified the model to a 'Dark Dyad’ which eliminated the 

statistical instability and resulted in a stable and reliable model. This approach allowed for 
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a clear and accurate analysis of the relationships among the remaining variables without the 

statistical noise created by the highly correlated, redundant variable. 

Another concern with our data analysis is that no details regarding control variables were 

provided in this study. However, while these variables are important for reducing 

confounding and increasing validity and accuracy, a delibrate decision was made not to 

include them in order to maintain a more parsimonious model and focus our analysis on the 

core theoretical relationships. Their exclusion was a conscious methodological choice to 

ensure clarity and precision in testing our primary framework. 

Fifth is the limited exploration of personality traits from a leadership perspective. While 

some scholars support the link between leadership behaviours and the role of the project 

manager (e.g., Dvir et al., 2006), others do not (e.g., Mathieu, 2021). Nevertheless, future 

studies should investigate the dark traits of project managers in conjunction with leadership 

competencies to provide a more balanced perspective. 

Sixth, our data were collected exclusively from project managers in the UAE, which raises 

some concerns. For example, no details regarding the types of projects they have been 

involved in were provided which raises questions on how the respondents can justify that 

behavioral patterns (here, dark personality traits and their effects) are the same across 

different projects. On this point, we acknowledge that because we consider personality 

traits to be enduring dispositions, we did not segment our analysis by project type. We 

acknowledge this as a limitation and agree that future research could investigate these 

effects in different project types. Another concern is that we used project managers to 

assess the effects of their behaviors on project performance which created the risk of 

common-method bias or same-source bias. This point is also acknowledged, however, the 

approach that was choosen as the sole data source was a necessary choice, as the project 

managers are uniquely positioned to provide data on both their own personality and their 

project’s outcomes.  

Collecting data exclusively from project managers in the UAE also raises concerns about 

the generalizability of our findings to other cultural or economic contexts. There are a couple 

of key issues that emerge in relation to the UAE context of our study. One being that, whether 



 
 

42 
 

the behaviours observed are culturally influenced or contextually driven by the nature of 

projects in the UAE. Although the choice of the UAE is justified by its high power-distance 

culture and competitive economy, we do not deeply explore how these specific cultural 

factors might influence the manifestation or perception of dark traits. In a high power-

distance culture, certain behaviours associated with Narcissism (e.g., dominance, 

grandiosity) may be more tolerated, or even viewed as signs of strong leadership, potentially 

masking their detrimental effects in comparison to cultures with different power dynamics. 

Similarly, Machiavellian tactics may be more effective or ethically acceptable depending on 

local business norms and interpersonal expectations. Therefore, while our findings are 

valuable from a UAE perspective, they may not be directly transferable to other cultural 

contexts outside the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) cultural region (i.e. Bahrain, Kuwait, 

Oman, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia), without comparative investigation.  

The other issue with our data is the fact that most respondents (76%) were between the 

ages of 25 and 44 years, thus potentially introducing bias stemming from a relatively less 

experienced sample. The sample, however, aligns with the age structure of the UAE 

population which reports 68.03% of the population being between 25 and 54 years (Global 

Media Insight, 2025). While the length of work experience is not inherently linked to the 

development of dark personality traits, it may influence how these traits are perceived or 

expressed in the workplace. In this regard, less experienced project managers may be more 

likely to report or perceive heightened expressions of dark traits due to limited professional 

maturity or reduced exposure to workplace norms, which can affect their ability to discern 

and articulate such behaviours appropriately. Therefore, future research should aim to 

broaden the scope of data collection by including project managers from a variety of 

countries and with a wider range of experience levels. This would provide more 

comprehensive empirical insights into the influence of dark personality traits on project 

performance. 

Finally, we employed a non-random 'snowball' sampling method, which means we 

cannot ascertain whether the sample is truly representative due to the absence of a 

complete sampling frame for project professionals in the UAE. However, we argue that the 
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sample remains valid, as participants were selected based on their substantial project 

experience across the UAE. Moreover, a commonly accepted rule of thumb recommends 

multiplying the number of Likert items by five when determining sample size. With 409 valid 

responses to a 36-item survey, this minimum threshold was exceeded. Future studies may 

consider engaging professional bodies such as PMI Khaleeji (UAE) to support broader 

dissemination of the questionnaire. Finally, the study did not account either for two further 

aspects of projects. It did not consider a wider view of project success: there is considerable 

scope for study of the effect of project management personality constraints on the whole 

project life cycle and measures of a wider, more strategic view of project success (Ika and 

Pinto, 2022). Nor did the study properly consider project heterogeneity, other than for this 

small sample; future research could explicitly examine how various personality traits of 

project managers interact with different project types and characteristics. It may also be of 

future interest to explore how project outcomes shape project manager behaviour. 
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Appendix A: The ‘Dark triad’ questionnaire/measures 

Personality Trait Question Source 

Narcissism 
Project managers tend to want others to admire 
them.  

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism 
Project managers tend to want others to pay 
attention to them. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism 
Project managers tend to expect special favours from 
others. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism Project managers tend to seek prestige or status. Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism 
Project managers tend to feel that things are owed to 
them. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism Project managers tend to try to be dominant in social 
situations. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism Project managers tend to be grandiose or pompous.  Jonason and Webster (2010) 
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Narcissism 
Project managers tend to feel that they are more 
special than others. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism Project managers tend to feel that they better than 
others.  

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Narcissism Project managers tend to be egocentric. Jonason and Webster (2010) 
Narcissism Project managers will be successful.  Raskin and Terry (1988) 

Narcissism 
Project managers have natural talent for influencing 
people.  

Raskin and Terry (1988) 

Psychopathy Project managers tend to lack remorse.  Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers tend to not be too concerned with 
morality or the morality of their actions. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers like to get revenge on authorities. 
Payback needs to be quick and nasty.  

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers hate movies that show blood and 
guts (Callous Affect). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Psychopathy 
People who mess with project managers always 
regret it (Antisocial Behaviour). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Psychopathy 
For project managers, what’s right is whatever they 
can get away with.  

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Psychopathy People who are stupid enough to get ripped off 
usually deserve it.  

Levenson et al. (1995) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers tell other people what they want to 
hear so that they will do what they want them to do.  

Levenson et al. (1995) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers would be upset if their success 
came at someone else’s expense.  

Levenson et al. (1995) 

Psychopathy Project managers often admire a really clever scam.  Levenson et al. (1995) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers make a point of trying not to hurt 
others in pursuit of their goals. 

Levenson et al. (1995) 

Psychopathy 
Project managers enjoy manipulating other people’s 
feelings.  

Levenson et al. (1995) 

Machiavellianism 
Project managers have used deceit or lied to get their 
way.  

Jonason and Webster (2010)  
 

Machiavellianism Project managers have used flattery to get their way.  Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Machiavellianism 
Project managers tend to exploit others towards their 
end. 

Jonason and Webster (2010) 

Machiavellianism Generally speaking, people won’t work hard unless 
they have to (Cynicism). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism 
Most people are basically good and kind (reversal) 
(Cynicism). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism 
It’s better to be totally honest than to be successful 
(reversal) (Cynicism). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism 
Whatever it takes, project managers must get the 
important people on their side (Coalition Building). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism 
Project managers should wait for the right time to get 
back at people (Planning). 

Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism Most people deserve respect (reversal) (Cynicism). Jones and Paulhus (2014) 

Machiavellianism Project managers are willing to sabotage the efforts 
of other people if they threaten their goals. 

Dahling et al. (2009) 

Machiavellianism 
The only good reason to talk to others is to get 
information that project managers can use to their 
benefit. 

Dahling et al. (2009) 



 
 

56 
 

Machiavellianism 
Project managers always let people know their 
honest intentions before they take action. 

Dahling et al. (2009) 

Project success The project you were referring to was completed 
within schedule. 

General project 
management literature. 

Project success 
The project you were referring to was completed 
within budget. 

Project success 
The project you were referring to was delivered as per 
the specified quality and/or the required standards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


