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We focus on the Dark Triad personality traits (Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy)
and their relationships to the mechanisms of motivation and level of burnout that people
experience at work. From the motivational perspective, the needs associated with the Dark
Triad traits might be satisfied in work environments by selecting different goals or motives.
Moreover, the selection of different goals and motives may be related to the level of burnout
syndrome that some people develop. We use the Short Dark Triad Personality Test,
Barbuto’s Motivation Sources Inventory, and Oldenburg Burnout Inventory to measure triad
traits, preferred work motives, and level of burnout, respectively. The results show that in
general, some part of the relationship between the Dark Triad traits and burnout is mediated
by the motivational sources. As expected, the Dark Triad traits are more closely related to
external sources of motivation (especially instrumental motivation), which are in turn partly
associated with higher levels of burnout. The results also suggest that the trajectory of the
relationship between the Dark Triad traits and burnout via motivation sources is different
from expected, presenting a background for discussion.

Keywords: dark triad, narcissism, psychopathy, Machiavellianism, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation,
burnout

PRACTITIONER POINTS

- People high in the Dark Triad traits in “HR environment” are motivated at work both by external
and internal types of rewards.

- Employees with high levels of narcissism in “HR environment” are highly motivated and resilient
to burnout.

ISSUE

Recent years have seen a growing body of research on dark traits of personality (Machiavellianism,
narcissism and psychopathy) in workplace environments. Their role has primarily been explored
in the context of organizational behavior, including effectiveness (Furnham et al, 2012),
counterproductive work behavior (O’'Boyle et al., 2012; Cohen, 2016), unethical behaviors (Amernic

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

1 June 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1290


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290﻿&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-06-07
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:m.prusik@uw.edu.pl
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01290/full
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/565580/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/663165/overview

Prusik and Szulawski

Dark Triad, Motivation, and Burnout

and Craig, 2010), organizational citizenship behavior (Becker and
Dan O’Hair, 2007), job crafting (Roczniewska and Bakker, 2016),
and skillful leadership and management (Paunonen et al., 2006;
Ames, 2009), albeit not in the context of occupational health.
For example, beyond a few studies testing direct relationships
between job burnout and single dark traits, e.g., narcissism
(Schwarzkopf et al., 2016) or psychopathy (Johnson et al., 2015),
the relationship between dark traits and job burnout has not
been broadly investigated. The present research addresses this
literature gap. Aside from testing the direct link between dark
traits and job burnout, the mediational effect is examined here.
Based on some previous studies, it can be expected that employees
who differ in dark traits are guided by different motives at work
(Jonason et al., 2014, 2015). Furthermore, a few recent studies
have examined the relationship between motivational regulations
at work and job burnout (Rawolle et al, 2016; Fernet et al,
2017). However, the obtained results are inconsistent. The current
study thus seeks to examine the direct effect of dark traits of
personality on job burnout and the mediation effect of work
motivation in the Dark Triad-job burnout link.

DARK TRAITS AND JOB BURNOUT

The majority of research on “dark personality” has focused
on three traits that are commonly described as the Dark Triad:
Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and subclinical
psychopathy (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). Machiavellianism
is characterized by cynical, pragmatic, misanthropic, and immoral
beliefs; emotional detachment; agentic and self-serving motives;
strategic long-term planning; manipulation and exploitation
(Christie and Lehman, 1970; Rauthmann and Will, 2011).
Narcissism includes an inflated view of self, fantasies about
control, success, and admiration, and the desire to have self-
love reinforced by others (Kernberg, 1989; Morf and Rhodewalt,
2001). Psychopathy is marked by a lack of concern for both
other people and social regulatory mechanisms, impulsivity,
and a lack of guilt or remorse for harming others (Hare and
Neumann, 2009). Although many researchers have treated the
constructs comprising the Dark Triad as singular traits (e.g.,
psychopathy), it is more appropriate to conceptualize these
constructs as multidimensional, being composed of multiple
attributes (Cohen, 2016). Indeed, despite overlap between the
traits constituting the Dark Triad, they are nonetheless relatively
independent (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). The research scope
of the present study encompasses three different traits.

Job burnout is defined here as a long-term effect of chronic
work-related stress caused by excessive job demands and
insufficient job resources (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Initially,
the phenomenon of job burnout was conceptualized as pertaining
exclusively to human services (e.g., doctors, nurses, teachers).
However, more recent research has demonstrated that other
occupations - including managers, sales representatives, IT
specialists, and soldiers - also manifest symptoms of job
burnout (Lee and Ashforth, 1996; Demerouti et al., 2001).
In this study, we apply a two-dimensional definition of job
burnout (Demerouti et al., 2001), suggesting that it consists

of exhaustion and disengagement from work. Exhaustion is a
response to intensive physical, affective, and cognitive strain,
and is exhibited in fatigue, weariness, and reduced energy.
Disengagement is expressed by distancing oneself from work
and by presenting negative attitudes toward the whole work-
related context, such as duties, workers’ values, and
organizational culture. Thus, disengagement is a broader notion
that comprises both depersonalization and lack of personal
achievement (Demerouti et al., 2001).

The direct link between some dark traits and job burnout
has been examined in a few previous studies (Johnson et al.,
2015; Schwarzkopf et al,, 2016). One found that a high level
of narcissism predicts the two components of job burnout:
emotional exhaustion and cynicism (Schwarzkopf et al., 2016).
In other studies, narcissism has been positively correlated with
school burnout among college students (Barnett and Flores,
2016), but generally negatively correlated with stress responses
(Richardson and Boag, 2016), and positively correlated with
task-oriented coping (Birkas et al., 2016). The relationship
between psychopathy and job burnout (or job stress) is less
clear. Some authors have not found a significant connection
between psychopathy and job stress (Beutler et al., 1988; Bartol
et al., 1992; Richardson and Boag, 2016). However, one piece
of novel research supports the notion that psychopathy is
associated with high rates of job stress and emotional exhaustion,
and negative affective experiences (Noser et al., 2014; Johnson
et al, 2015). Given that Machiavellianism is related to high
job stress (Heisler and Gemmill, 1977; Richardson and Boag,
2016) and low job satisfaction (Jonason et al, 2015), and
negatively associated with task-oriented coping strategies, a
positive link between Machiavellianism and job burnout may
be expected. Overall, relying on the above studies, a positive
relationship between the Dark Triad and job burnout is expected.

DARK TRIAD AND MOTIVATION
AT WORK

The relationship between the Dark Triad and burnout might
also be studied from the perspective of motivation. Different
work goals or motives in the work environment can be selected
or pursued because they satisfy needs or values associated
with specific Dark Triad traits (Rosenthal and Pittinsky, 2006;
Harrison et al., 2016; Jonason and Ferrell, 2016; Pilch and
Gornik-Durose, 2016). For example, a high level of the Dark
Triad might result in seeking roles and situations in which
one can exploit others (Machiavellianism), pursue recognition
and appreciation (narcissism), or find risky situations and
stimulations (psychopathy). Among the different models of
motivation, the Integrative Taxonomy of Motivation has proved
valid in determining a variety of different sources of motivation
of employees (Leonard et al., 1995; Barbuto and Scholl, 1998).
Barbutos model integrates intrinsic/extrinsic, internal/external
self-concept and goal internalization traditions to identify the
following five basic forms of motivation at work: (1) intrinsic
process, (2) internal self-concept, (3) instrumental motivation,
(4) external self-concept, and (5) goal internalization. Intrinsic
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process takes place when a person is engaged in certain kinds
of work for the sheer fun of it (Deci and Ryan, 2002). Internal
self-concept motivation concerns situations in which an individual
engages in behaviors that reinforce the internal standards of
traits, competencies, or values that form the basis of the ideal
self. Instrumental motivation is fuelled by extrinsic outcomes,
such as pay, promotion, and rewards. External self-concept
concerns situations in which an individual is primarily other-
directed, that is, engages in work behaviors that satisfy reference
group members in order to gain acceptance and status. Finally,
goal internalization is the adoption of attitudes and behaviors
that are congruent with an individual personal value system
(Barbuto and Scholl, 1998; Barbuto, 2001).

Predictions that the Dark Triad traits are related to motivational
sources can be seen in some recent studies. For example, all three
Dark Triad traits are powerful psychological antecedents of fraud
behavior (Harrison et al., 2016) and motives of achievement and
power (Jonason and Ferrell, 2016). Furthermore, narcissism and
Machiavellianism are strong positive predictors of materialism
(Rosenthal and Pittinsky, 2006; Pilch and Goérnik-Durose, 2016).
Machiavellianism and psychopathy, on the other hand, are associated
with looking for competition at work (Jonason et al, 2015).
Machiavellianism, moreover, is associated with lower engagement
in organizational activities and lower teamwork (Kessler et al.,
2010; Jonason and Webster, 2012). On the other hand, narcissism
has proven to be linked with affiliation and self-affirmation needs
(Pilch and Gérnik-Durose, 2016). Furthermore, it has been shown
that psychopathy is related to risking other people’s money (Jones,
2014), a preference toward realistic, hands-on jobs that do not
involve helping others (Morf and Rhodewalt, 2001; Jonason et al.,
2014), and to rebelling against authority and engaging in illegal
activities (O’'Boyle et al,, 2012).

A recent study has found that narcissistic, Machiavellian,
and psychopathic people vary in their needs and respond
aggressively in different situations (Palmer et al, 2017).
Specifically, individuals high in narcissism respond more
aggressively to ego-threat, whereas psychopaths respond
more aggressively when provoked. In Machiavellian personalities,
aggression is aggravated when such people are unable to fulfill
their own objectives.

MOTIVATION AT WORK AND BURNOUT

The direct relationship between motivation and burnout has a
solid empirical basis (Cresswell and Eklund, 2005; Van den
Broeck et al., 2008; Lonsdale et al.,, 2009; Li et al., 2013; Van
den Berghe et al,, 2014). For example, in research conducted
by Cresswell and Eklund (2005), amotivation - the least self-
determined type of motivation in self-determination theory -
presented a strong positive association with burnout and externally
regulated motivation, as well as a nonsignificant relationship
with burnout. Moreover, self-determined forms of motivation
exhibited significant negative associations with burnout. The
satisfaction of three basic psychological needs of self-determination
theory, associated with building intrinsic motivation, fully
explained the relationship between job resources and exhaustion

(Van den Broeck et al., 2008). In the study by Lonsdale et al.
(2009), autonomy and competence together with self-determined
motivation accounted for significant amounts of variance in
athlete burnout symptoms. The results of a meta-analysis of
three basic psychological needs and motivational regulations
and burnout showed that the three universal psychological needs,
intrinsic motivation, and extrinsic autonomous regulation had
small to large negative effects on predicting burnout (Li et al.,
2013). In another study, teachers motivated intrinsically or by
integrated forms of extrinsic motivation experienced fewer
burnout symptoms (Van den Berghe et al.,, 2014).

As a consequence of the literature review, we expect that
the mechanisms for developing burnout among people with
the Dark Triad traits can be explained by the motives they
pursue at work and the possibilities of their realization. Given
that Dark Triad traits stimulate people to look for external
motives at work, we expect that they will constitute the main
mechanisms causing burnout. The higher the level of Dark Triad
traits, the higher the desire to obtain external kinds of rewards
at work, and these, on the other hand, will cause burnout. The
other mechanisms of developing burnout will be through internal
motives. If internal motives happen to be important for people
with high levels of Dark Triad traits (which may be true among
HR recruiters), they should decrease the burnout symptoms.
More specifically, people high in psychopathy and Machiavellianism
should suffer from more burnout symptoms, as we expect that
they will not be motivated by internal factors. In contrast,
narcissists in Human Resources (HR) recruitment may additionally
be internally motivated, and as a consequence less burnt out.

THE PRESENT STUDY

The present study was conducted with a group of recruiters
working either internally at companies’ HR departments or in
external retained or contingency recruitment agencies.
Recruitment specialists seek candidates for specific jobs, evaluate
their experience and competence, and conduct interviews. The
HR recruiters group is especially interesting for the purpose
of this study, as the profession requires constant contact with
different groups of people, including managers and clients,
who have varied expectations. In such work contexts,
Machiavellians, narcissists, and psychopaths have numerous
opportunities to fulfill their goals and motives. In order to
evaluate the Dark Triad traits, we used the Dark Triad of
Personality Test (D3-Short) (Jones and Paulhus, 2014); to
measure the motives pursued at work, we used Barbuto’s
Motivation Sources Inventory (Barbuto and Scholl, 1998); and
to measure the level of burnout, we used the Oldenburg Burnout
Inventory (OLBI) (Demerouti et al., 2001).

Based on the aforementioned literature, we expect that the
Dark Triad traits will predict the development of particular
sources of motivation at work, and both of these groups of
factors will be to some extent related to burnout syndrome
among HR recruiters. We also expect that the relationship
between the Dark Triad personality traits and burnout will
be mediated by motivational factors.
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We specifically predict that:
1. The Dark Triad traits are related to job burnout (H1);

Machiavellianism and psychopathy are positively related to
burnout (Hla and HIlb);

Even though some studies report a positive relationship
between narcissism and burnout, due to the specificity of the
research group we leave the hypothesis open. People high in
narcissism may in a profession involving constant interpersonal
contact find numerous coping strategies, and consequently not
suffer from burnout symptoms (Hlc).

2. The Dark Triad traits are positively related to external sources
of motivation (e.g., instrumental motivation) (H2);

3. Narcissism is positively related to external self-concept (H3);

4. The Dark Triad traits are related to the internal process of
motivation (H4);

This may be especially true in jobs that require constant
contact with people, as managing and persuading others might
be central, hence these aims may be achieved by means of
manipulation, adoration and mischief.

5. Internal sources of motivation are negatively related to
burnout (H5);

6. External sources of motivation are positively related to
burnout (H6);

These hypotheses have mostly been proven by researchers in
the self-determination theory framework. We believe that they
will also be true in the current study.

7. The relationship between the Dark Triad traits and burnout
will be mediated by different forms of motives at work (H7).

We believe that (H7a) external motives will be the main
mediator between the Dark Triad traits and burnout. However,
the role of external motives is uncertain. The literature states
that external motives are more rewarding for workers high
in the Dark Triad traits, but they are also positively related
to burnout. Consequently, as external motives are desired by
workers with greater Dark Triad traits, they might serve as
factors protecting them from burnout, as they “get what they
want” from their job. On the other hand, external motives
can be rewarding in the short term, but cause burnout in
the long term. We also predict (H7b) that internal motives
will mediate between the Dark Triad traits and burnout. Due
to the nature of the job, higher scores on the Dark Triad
traits in the group of recruiters might also be related to
intrinsic motivation. For example, we expect that the need
of entitlement, which is specific to narcissism, might be fulfilled
in a recruitment job by that position offering some amount
of power over candidates, and by the workers serving as an
information hub between managers and clients. These activities
may reinforce the internal standards of narcissism, thereby
being related to the motive of internal concept. However,
internal concept in the case of narcissism might also serve
as a protective factor, first because it is one of the internal

types of motivation, and second because it is congruent with
what a narcissistic worker might seek from a job. Given that
there are different possible predictions regarding the mediating
role of motivational sources, we leave the hypothesis open.

Method

Participants

Participants comprised recruiters from internal and external
HR departments (N = 175, 75% women). Women were
overrepresented in the study, y*(1) = 32.14, p < 0.001. The
minimum age was 22 and the maximum was 52 years (M = 28.86,
SD = 5.31). Most of the participants were well educated (63.4%
holding a bachelor’s or master’s degree). The distribution of
education levels was not equal with underrepresentation of
the lower levels of education, x*(5) = 309.42, p < 0.001. Most
participants in the study were also at the beginning of their
professional careers, with average seniority at current workplace
of 2.10 years (SD = 2.64) and average general seniority of
549 years (SD = 4.97). The sample selection was of a
non-probability sampling character, and its aim was to reach
a specific professional group (recruiters). Potential participants
in the study were invited mostly through LinkedIn. The data
were complete, with no missing data occurrence.

Materials

The main questionnaire consisted of an introductory part, a
set of sociodemographic questions, and three psychological
questionnaires compiled into one larger tool, administered in
the following order:

Motivation Source Inventory

This questionnaire seeks to measure five types of motivation
sources in the form of: intrinsic process (e.g., “I only like
to do things that are fun”), internal self-concept (e.g., “I
consider myself a self-motivated person”), instrumental
motivation (e.g., “I like to keep looking for better business
opportunities”), external self-concept (e.g., “I work harder on
a project if public recognition is attached to it”), and goal
internalization (e.g., “I would not work for a company if
I didn't agree with its mission”) (Barbuto and Scholl, 1998).
The first two motivation sources are related to intrinsic motives,
and the remaining three are deemed characteristic of external
types of motivation. The questionnaire consists of 30 Likert-
type items (from 0 - completely disagree to 6 — completely
agree, no items were reversed), with six for every measured
subscale. In our study, the Cronbach’s alphas for the five
subscales were good or very good and ranged between 0.69
and 0.81. In statistical analysis, we used indicators based on
averaged scores.

Dark Triad of Personality

This is a brief measure of traits related to the Dark Triad
personalities. The questionnaire consists of 27 Likert-type items
(the range of the scale used was from 1 - completely disagree
to 5 — completely agree, five items were reversed) (Jones and
Paulhus, 2014). An equal number of items is dedicated to measure
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Machiavellianism (e.g., “Make sure your plans benefit you, not
others”), narcissism (e.g., “I know that I am special because
everyone keeps telling me so”), and psychopathy (e.g., “People
who mess with me always regret it”). It is necessary to stress
that the diagnosis is subclinical. In our study, Cronbach’s alphas
ranged from 0.71 to 0.76 (0.86 for the overall scale). Indicators
based on averages were saved and used for further analysis.

Oldenburg Burnout Inventory

The Polish version was prepared by Cieslak (Demerouti et al.,
2001, 2003; Baka and Cieslak, 2010). The questionnaire consists
of 16 Likert-type items (on a scale from 1 - agree to 4 —
disagree, some items are reversed). The tool measures two
types of burnout: disengagement (eight items, e.g., “Lately,
I tend to think less at work and do my job almost mechanically”)
and exhaustion (e.g., “After my work, I usually feel worn out
and weary”). The instrument has good reliability coefficients
(o = 0.73 for disengagement and a = 0.77 for exhaustion),
and its validity has been examined previously (Baka, 2011;
Baka and Basinska, 2016, N = 2,216). In further analysis,
we used indicators in the form of averaged results.

Procedure

Potential participants in the study were sent a link to an
Internet-based questionnaire. The questionnaire had an
introductory part in which all participants were informed about
the nature, purpose, and confidentiality of the gathered data.
Participants in the study expressed their consent by returning
the completed questionnaire. Participation in the study was
voluntary and no gratification was given. Time for completion
of the questionnaire was not limited, but the average time
spent on completion was 25 min (SD = 4.20). The data were
collected within a research project conducted at The Maria
Grzegorzewska University (Malanowska and Prusik, 2016).
Ethics committee approval was not required for the study as
per applicable institutional and national guidelines and
regulations, and the informed consent of the participants was
implied through survey completion.

RESULTS

First, we examined the relationship between the studied constructs
by calculating the Pearson correlation (r) coefficients (Table 1).
All constructs were normally distributed based on graphical
inspection of histograms and values of skewness and kurtosis
falling into the acceptable range of <—1, 1>. We also checked
linearity assumption by inspection of scatterplots for randomly
chosen pairs of variables. According to our findings, all three
groups of constructs were positively intercorrelated (the Dark
Triad measures, motivational sources, burnout types). More
specifically, Machiavellianism and psychopathy were positively
related to both types of burnout. However, narcissism was not
related to either form of burnout. The Dark Triad measures
were also related to motivational sources in various configurations.
In general, all Dark Triad measures were positively related to
intrinsic process and instrumental motivation. However,
narcissism was also positively related to internal and external
self-concept as well as goal internationalization (in fact, to all
measured motivation types). Machiavellianism was also positively
associated with external self-concept. As for motivational sources,
only the relationship between internal self-concept and
disengagement was statistically significant, and it was negative.
Intrinsic process and instrumental motivation were positively
associated with exhaustion. The correlational analysis results
provided a good basis to test the mediational effects of the
studied constructs.

We also checked the relationship between study constructs,
basic sociodemographic characteristics, and measures related
to work by calculating Spearman’s correlation coeflicients
(rho), as some of the sociodemographic variables were not
perfectly normally distributed (slightly too skewed), such as
age (Table 2).

Overall, the studied constructs were not closely related to
one another (if anything, there were small correlation coefficients).
Dark Triad measures (besides narcissism) were higher among
men than women. Exhaustion levels were higher among women.
Standard of living, age (only for exhaustion), and general
seniority were negatively related to burnout intensity. Work

TABLE 1 | Bivariate correlations, means and standard deviations of the main constructs, N = 175.

Dark Triad Motivational sources Burnout
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Machiavellianism 3.08 0.60 -
Narcissism 3.05 0.53 0.34*** -
Psychopathy 2.19 0.56 0.70™" 0.43™ -
Intrinsic process 4.37 0.68 0.27" 0.29™ 0.18 -
Internal self-concept 4.60 0.64 0.12 0.38™ 0.08 0.41™ -
Instrumental motivation 4.30 0.85 0.36™ 0.35™ 0.31™ 0.42™ 0.39™ -
External self-concept 4.60 0.76 0.23" 0.34™ 0.07 0.44™ 0.60™ 0.59™ -
Goal internalization 4.56 0.76 0.04 0.22" -0.04 0.26" 0.62™ 0.34™ 0.38** -
Disengagement 2.24 0.49 0.23" -0.07 0.25" 0.13 -0.18" 0.13 -0.02 -0.11 -
Exhaustion 2.30 0.53 0.23" -0.03 0.29™ 0.17" -0.14 0.22” 0.08 -0.09 0.74™ -
*0 < 0.05; *p < 0.01;, **p < 0.001.
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TABLE 2 | Spearman’s rho correlations coefficients of the main constructs, sociodemographic variables and measures related to work, N = 175.

Dark Triad Motivation sources Burnout
Mach. Nar. Psych. Intrinsic Internal Instrumental External Goal Disengagement Exhaustion
process self-concept motivation self-concept internalization
Gender (0-M, 1-F)  -0.19 -0.05 -0.16 0.00 0.02 -0.04 0.13 0.07 -0.08 0.15°
Age -0.11 -0.07 -0.07 -0.13 -0.09 -0.11 -0.12 -0.05 -0.11 -0.16
Education -0.12 —-0.01 -0.08 -0.16 -0.05 -0.10 —-0.08 0.00 -0.04 -0.11
Standard of living -0.11 0.13 -0.06 -0.06 0.02 -0.10 —-0.06 -0.05 -0.28" -0.27"
Place of work 0.20" -0.01 0.13 0.13 0.03 0.17 0.02 0.14 0.16* 0.20"
(0-internal HR,
1-external HR)
Seniority — general -0.12 0.01 -0.09 -0.18" -0.05 -0.10 -0.08 -0.08 -0.16 -0.21"
Seniority — at current 0.07 0.01 0.05 -0.14 -0.03 —-0.08 -0.02 0.04 0.08 -0.03
workplace
Hours of work weekly 0.08 -0.12 0.11 -0.07 -0.13 —-0.06 -0.11 -0.12 0.10 0.18*

0 < 0.05; *p < 0.01; *p < 0.001.

Intrinsic Process
"Fun"

Internal Self-concept
"Challenge"

Instrumental Motivation
"Rewards"

External Self-concept
"Reputation”

Goal internalization
"Purpose"

Machiavellianism

¢ = .15" (0.06)

Disengagement

BCa CI (0.01, 0.09).

c=.19" (0.06)

FIGURE 1 | There was a nonsignificant total indirect effect of ab = 0.04, BCa Cl (-0.03, 0.12). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.04,

in external HR rather than internal HR department was related
to higher Machiavellianism, instrumental motivation, and higher
tendency toward disengagement and exhaustion. Higher general
seniority and higher levels of education coincided with lower
levels of intrinsic process.

We decided to proceed with a mediational analysis, whose
design and results are presented in Figures 1-6, Supplementary
Table SI1A.

As expected, Machiavellianism and psychopathy in
general exert burnout tendencies in both forms (disengagement

and exhaustion). Two main hypotheses were confirmed
(path ¢ - significant total effects, Hla and H1b). However, it
appears that narcissism is not related to burnout at all (Hlc),
while this is true of Machiavellianism and psychopathy (Hla,
H1b confirmed). Furthermore, the relationships between the
Dark Triad traits and various types of motivational sources
are mostly confirmed (H2, H3, and H4). Particular Dark Triad
traits are all positively related to intrinsic process and instrumental
motivation (paths al and a3). However, narcissism is also related
to the remaining sources of motivation (paths a2, a4, a5), and
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FIGURE 2 | There was a significant total indirect effect of ab = 0.08, BCa Cl (0.01, 0.17). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.04, BCa
CI (0.01, 0.10), and for instrumental motivation, ab = 0.07, BCa CI (0.01, 0.15).

Intrinsic Process
"Fun"

Internal Self-concept
"Challenge"

Instrumental Motivation
"Rewards"

External Self-concept
"Reputation”

Goal internalization

Narcissism

Disengagement

"Purpose”
¢ =-.08 (0.08)
¢ =-.07 (0.07)

FIGURE 3 | There was a nonsignificant total indirect effect of ab = 0.01, BCa Cl (-0.10, 0.10). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.05,
BCa CI (0.02, 0.12), internal self-concept, ab = -0.10, BCa CI (-0.21, —-0.02), and instrumental motivation, ab = 0.07, BCa CI (0.02, 0.14).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

June 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1290


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Prusik and Szulawski

Dark Triad, Motivation, and Burnout

Intrinsic Process
"Fun"

Internal Self-concept
"Challenge"

Instrumental Motivation
"Rewards"

External Self-concept
"Reputation”

Goal internalization

Narcissism

Exhaustion

"Purpose”
¢ =-.07 (0.08)
¢ =-.03(0.08)

FIGURE 4 | There was a nonsignificant total indirect effect of ab = 0.04, BCa Cl (-0.07, 0.15). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.05,
BCa CI (0.01, 0.13), internal self-concept, ab = -0.11, BCa ClI (-0.24, —-0.03), and instrumental motivation, ab = 0.10, BCa CI (0.02, 0.20).

Intrinsic Process
"Fun"

Internal Self-concept
"Challenge"

Instrumental Motivation
"Rewards"

External Self-concept
"Reputation"

Goal internalization
"Purpose"

Psychopathy

¢ =.19" (0.07)

Disengagement

¢ = .22** (0.06)

FIGURE 5 | There was a nonsignificant total indirect effect of ab = 0.03, BCa Cl (-0.03, 0.10). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.03,

BCa CI (0.00, 0.08).
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FIGURE 6 | There was a nonsignificant total indirect effect of ab = 0.06, BCa Cl (-0.03, 0.13). There was a significant indirect effect for intrinsic process, ab = 0.03,

Machiavellianism is related to external self-concept (path a3 sig.).
Judging by the effects between motivation sources and burnout,
we can see that two types of internal motives are particularly
related to burnout (H5). Intrinsic process is positively related
to disengagement and exhaustion (some of the paths bl sig.),
while internal self-concept is negatively related to disengagement
and exhaustion (paths b2 sig.). Moreover, instrumental motivation
is positively related to disengagement and exhaustion, but only
for a model with narcissism (paths b3 sig; H6). In addition,
instrumental motivation is positively related to exhaustion, but
for a model with Machiavellianism. Regarding the total indirect
effects, only one was significant (Machiavellianism leading to
exhaustion via sources of motivation, paths al-a5 x bl-b5;
H7). However, many of the individual indirect effects (involving
particular types of motivational sources) played a significant
role. Altogether, taking into account indirect, direct, and total
effects and their significance or lack thereof for the six tested
mediations, when concentrating only on significant results,
we can state the following: (1) stronger intrinsic process partially
mediated the Machiavellianism and disengagement connexion;
(2) the relationship between Machiavellianism and exhaustion
was fully mediated by sources of motivation, but primarily due
to the role of intrinsic process and instrumental motivation;
(3) narcissism in general was not related to any type of burnout,
so it is not possible to speak here of mediational effects; (4)
stronger intrinsic process partially mediated psychopathy and
disengagement relation; (5) stronger intrinsic process also partially
mediated the psychopathy-exhaustion relationship.

DISCUSSION

Burnout is a multidimensional construct whose consequences
can assume various forms, including the most pronounced
impairment of professional functioning. One of the aims of
this study was to go beyond the commonly referenced sources,
consequences, and symptoms of burnout, and to concentrate
on burnout triggers in the form of motivations, especially
subclinical pathological forms of personality traits. Dark Triad
traits were of particular interest here. Numerous studies have
been dedicated to the Dark Triad traits, but few to our knowledge
concentrate specifically on the link between Dark Triad
personality traits and occupational health (or rather its poor
state) in the form of burnout. Furthermore, the paths between
the Dark Triad traits and motivations were examined. We believe
that our research has filled some of the gaps in the literature.
We have formed several hypotheses on the nature of the
relationship between the Dark Triad traits, motivational sources,
and burnout in the form of exhaustion and disengagement.
Our hypotheses were specific (related to one link at a time
between two constructs in the forms of paths a, b, ¢) as well
as mediational (gathering together three constructs of the Dark
Triad traits, motivation sources, and burnout).

In general, the results showed a significant relationship
between burnout and the Dark Triad traits (except for narcissism;
thus, H1 was partly confirmed). They mostly corroborated the
idea that the Dark Triad traits should be examined separately,
as each resulted in different characteristics of the relationship
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between motivation sources and burnout. Of course, these
results can only be interpreted within the specific context of
the study (HR recruiters). On the other hand, the results not
only have theoretical value, but also an applicable benefit. Based
on our results, each group of the Dark Triad traits can now
be characterized in relationship to burnout and motivations.

According to our results, narcissists are highly motivated
people who do not burn out easily. Narcissism is related to
each of the motivations examined. The Dark Triad traits are
usually associated with mostly external, instrumental motivations.
In this case, a higher level of narcissism was related to both
internal and external motivations. This confirms hypotheses
H2, H3, and H4, but also goes beyond our expectations, and
shows the significant link between narcissism and intrinsic (fun
at work) types of motivation. Narcissism was not associated
with disengagement and exhaustion (H1 not confirmed for
narcissism). This accords with previous research results in which
narcissism usually stands out as the “brightest” Dark Triad
member, while Machiavellianism and psychopathy have more
detrimental effects (e.g., Rauthmann and Kolar, 2013; Volmer
et al, 2016). However, the conclusion that narcissism might
represent a desirable trait should not be so easily drawn.
Narcissists, although motivated and resistant to burnout, also
exhibit undesirable features (not examined here) that might
pose problems in any workplace where empathy, care, and
concern for others are desired: practically everywhere. For
example, narcissism coincides with a tendency to use a whole
array of manipulation techniques at work (causing narcissists
to be considered toxic employees) (Jonason et al., 2012), unethical
conduct (Amernic and Craig, 2010), and numerous other
previously mentioned undesirable behaviors toward others. Thus,
our results present only part of the picture. Nevertheless,
narcissism as it appears in our study is related to having fun
at work and a sense of company purpose, but also to preoccupation
with money, rewards, and reputation, as well as finding one’s
work challenging. None of the motivation types seems to
dominate the picture; at most, perhaps there is a slight
predomination of instrumental motivation, internal and external
self-concept over intrinsic process and goal internalization. As
predicted, in the model with narcissism, external motivations
(but only in the form of instrumental motivation) were related
to higher burnout tendencies, which partly confirms hypothesis
H6. However, the relationship between internal motivations and
narcissism has a more complicated character. In accordance
with our assumptions, internal self-concept was related to lower
tendency to burnout (supports H5), but intrinsic process was
linked to higher tendency to burnout (disconfirms H5).

In contrast to narcissism, which is generally associated with
high motivation and low burnout, psychopathy among recruiters
is associated with varied forms of motivation and levels of
burnout. A result congruent with our main hypothesis is that
instrumental motivation is the strongest motivator for recruiters
who are high in psychopathy (H2 confirmed). However, this
type of motivation does not mediate the relationship between
psychopathy and burnout (nonsignificant, specific indirect
effects). Another potentially surprising result is that a higher
level of psychopathy among recruiters was generally associated

with a slightly higher level of burnout than two other Dark
Triad traits separately. In general, people who score high on
psychopathy are more emotionally indifferent, and, as a
consequence, feel less stress, anxiety, and exhaustion. However,
it seems that working as a recruiter may prove challenging
for people who score highly in psychopathy. Being in the
middle of a social network of clients and managers, HR
department specialists must possess the ability to adjust to
social norms, rules, and scripts. If people scoring high in
psychopathy cannot naturally adjust to these social contexts,
they must control themselves so as not to “push the limits,”
which may cause exhaustion and disengagement.

Similar to recruiters who score high in psychopathy,
Machiavellians also find motivation mostly through instrumental
forms of motivation, and experience more burnout symptoms
than do narcissists. It is worth noting, however, that what
distinguishes them from the other two Dark Triad groups is
that higher instrumental motivation leads to greater levels of
exhaustion. This result could be explained by the manner in
which the work of the recruiter is organized: salaries are often
based on bonuses for acquiring professionals; so owing to
instrumental motivation (need for the bonus), Machiavellians
immerse themselves in work (accept more projects and tasks),
leading to greater exhaustion as they work harder than others
in order to obtain rewards. Nevertheless, this process does
not make them more disengaged from work. Recruiters high
in Machiavellianism also share a trait with those who score
highly in narcissism and psychopathy: they motivate themselves
by seeking fun at work. One possible explanation is that the
work of a recruiter gives them the opportunity to offer something
that others desire. Being in a position of giving something to
others may, in turn, afford these recruiters a certain amount
of power, which might prove appealing for people who want
to be flattered and use skills of persuasion and manipulation.

A more general conclusion is that when measuring the
Dark Triad, it is advisable to investigate different forms of
motivation and burnout in different work environments. Although
our respondents who scored highly in Dark Triad traits tended
to motivate themselves through external rewards, as additionally
demonstrated in previous studies, the specific environment (HR
recruitment) caused different forms of motivation to emerge,
especially concerning people who score highly in narcissism.

We would like to emphasize the fact that the Dark Triad
traits investigated in this study were of a subclinical form.
Essentially, this means that each of us can exhibit some symptoms
of the Dark Triad, but this does not mean that we have
personality disorders. In fact, and perhaps unfortunately, given
our conclusions, some Dark Triad traits (for example, high
motivation related to narcissism) could even prove beneficial
in the workplace.

LIMITATIONS

One limitation of our study is that although our sample
contained a sufficient number of participants, we would have
preferred more. The cross-sectional results also do not allow
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us to draw any conclusions regarding the dynamics between
the examined constructs such as the relationship between the
Dark Triad traits, motivations, and burnout shaped by the
time factor. We are additionally unable to formulate causality-
based conclusions.

Furthermore, our study was conducted in a so-called “WEIRD”
country, an acronym referring to Western, educated, industrial,
rich, and democratic, which serves as a descriptor for the
participants’ setting (Haidt, 2012). To the extent that most
studies are conducted in such settings, one cannot deny that
pan-cultural aspects are not taken into consideration here, even
though they are most certainly worthy of investigation in the
future. This could be of crucial importance because narcissism
(for example) takes on slightly different forms in collectivistic
cultures compared to in individualistic societies, with the former
placing “my group” at the center of attention rather than having
“me” as the key concept.

The study presented here provides us with findings to help
understand the dynamics of burnout, the Dark Triad traits
and motivational sources. However, it does not paint a complete
picture, and thus should be treated as a prologue or first step
toward developing a fuller understanding of the mechanisms
underlying the relationship between the Dark Triad personality
features and occupational health.
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