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Abstract 

Most emotional intelligence research has focused on the positive aspects (the ability to make 

someone feel better) rather than the darker aspects (the ability to make someone feel worse). 

Emotional manipulation represents a dark aspect of emotional intelligence and is defined as 

the ability to influence another’s feelings and behaviours for one’s own self-interest or 

benefit (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & Moore, 2007). The potential contextual influence of the 

workplace setting on this nefarious type of emotional intelligence is yet to be explored. Given 

that one third of Australian employees attribute their levels of stress to issues in the 

workplace (Australian Psychological Society, 2015), it is imperative that researchers focus on 

the impacts of emotional manipulation in workplace contexts which may influence employee 

psychological health, wellbeing and productivity. 

This thesis includes five studies undertaken to explore the dynamics of emotional 

manipulation in the workplace. Study 1 was an online survey of Australians’ (N=234) self-

reported ability and willingness to emotionally manipulate others, their emotional intelligence 

and their levels of primary and secondary psychopathy. The results of an exploratory factor 

analysis revealed that people’s self-reported ability and their self-reported willingness to 

emotionally manipulate are moderately related, indicating that being able to manipulate 

others does not necessarily equate to acting on this ability. Higher levels of primary 

psychopathy positively predicted emotional manipulation ability while secondary 

psychopathy positively predicted emotional manipulation willingness. The results indicated 

that the anti-social and impulsive traits central to secondary psychopathy might precipitate 

engagement in emotionally manipulative behaviours.   

The results of Study 1 suggested a measure of one’s ability to emotionally manipulate 

may not necessarily capture enacted behaviours. Therefore, Study 2 compared people’s 

willingness, rather than their ability, to manipulate others in both non-work and workplace 
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contexts, in an online survey of Australian employees (N=567). Exploratory and confirmatory 

factor analyses revealed two distinct forms of emotional manipulation: malicious (overt 

attempts to induce negative emotions) and disingenuous (items reflecting insincerity and 

deceit). The Disingenuous factor (unlike the malicious factor) included the work and non-

work emotional manipulation willingness items, indicating that context does not influence 

these deceptive tactics. The results suggest that manipulating others disingenuously might be 

more habitual than contextually driven, perhaps because it is easier to conceal self-driven 

motives by using covert forms of emotional manipulation. The contextual influence of the 

workplace on malicious emotional manipulation suggested that that follow-up investigations 

were necessary to examine emotional manipulation in work-specific environments.  

To expand on the findings in Study 1 which examined the relationship between 

psychopathy and emotional manipulation in non-work contexts, Study 3 examined how 

malevolent personality traits, emotional intelligence and gender correlated with one’s 

willingness to manipulate others in work contexts. In a sample of Australian employees 

(N=756), emotional intelligence predicted disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation in 

females only. In females, the magnitude of correlations between the Dark Triad traits and 

both malicious and disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation was similar. In males, 

both forms of emotional manipulation most strongly correlated with Machiavellianism, 

followed by narcissism then psychopathy. Therefore, at work, higher emotional manipulation 

reflects more general antisocial behaviours in females, and a relentless drive to achieve goals 

(i.e., Machiavellian traits) in males. 

To assess the construct of emotional manipulation from a target’s (victim’s) 

perspective, Study 4 employed a qualitative analysis based on interviews with Australian 

individuals (N=23) who perceived themselves as targets of emotional manipulation in the 

workplace. Two pathways representing perceived emotionally manipulative behaviours and 



 

 

 

 

 

xvii 

underlying motives were identified. In Pathway One, self-gain was perceived as the motive of 

emotionally manipulative behaviour classified as discrepant and divisive in nature. In 

Pathway Two, emotional immaturity was perceived as a contributor to behaviours perceived 

as relationally aggressive in nature (e.g., ostracism and undermining), that commenced 

following a rupture in a previously good working relationship with the perpetrator. 

Perpetrators in Pathway One were described as skilful in evading accountability, whilst those 

in Pathway Two remained steadfast in their opinions of not being at fault. The results suggest 

that there is a perceived level of sophistication in some emotionally manipulative behaviours 

compared with others.  

Potential reasons for a perpetrator’s tendency to be divisive were investigated in Study 

5 in a sample of American Mechanical Turks and Microworkers (N=240). The study 

measured threat reactions to a hypothetical description of a socially cohesive workplace, 

one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others, the Dark Triad and contingent self-

esteem. Malicious emotional manipulation was a positive predictor of threat to social 

cohesion for both men and women. For males, higher levels of both psychopathy and 

contingent self-esteem significantly predicted threat to social cohesion. The results suggest 

that socially cohesive environments may pose a threat to agency (power and achievement) in 

males at work.  

The first unique finding of this thesis was that the construct of the dark side of 

emotional intelligence could be extended to the workplace. Second, trait psychopathy plays 

more of a role in emotional manipulation in females than males, suggesting the behaviour is 

more reflective of impaired interpersonal functioning. Third, a distinction can be made 

between more calculative uses of emotional manipulation for self-gain, and relationally 

aggressive behaviours that emerge after an incident between the target and perpetrator. 

Fourth, socially cohesive environments elicit stronger threat reactions in males with 
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malevolent personality traits than in females, probably because men are more likely to value 

agentic rather than communal pursuits at work. An understanding that work processes (e.g., 

interventions, reward structures and organisation culture) are merely platforms for, or can 

even incentivise or encourage deviant behaviours, will help future victims and organisations 

manage emotionally manipulative behaviour. 
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Overview of the Thesis 

Emotional manipulation is an interpersonal tactic used to advance one’s own agenda 

by influencing the emotions of others, either positively or negatively (Austin, Farrelly, Black, 

& Moore, 2007). The concept of emotional manipulation arose from literature investigating 

whether people with higher levels of self-reported emotional intelligence use their skills 

nefariously to advance their own interests (Austin et al., 2007; Petrides, Vernon, Schermer, & 

Veselka, 2011). There has been extensive research demonstrating the benefits of having 

employees with higher levels of emotional intelligence, but the darker side of emotional 

intelligence or ‘emotional manipulation’ is a relatively novel concept within workplace 

contexts and research remains in the early stages. Given the potential for an emotionally 

manipulative individual to inflict harm on others, the importance of developing an 

understanding of the nature of emotional manipulation in the workplace is high. The 

overarching goal of the research presented in this thesis was to address the workplace context 

gap through a broad examination of emotional manipulation and its correlates, from both the 

instigator and target perspectives. Addressing these aims sheds light on how emotional 

manipulation can be managed in the workplace and can inform occupational health and safety 

policies. 

Theoretical Background of Emotional Manipulation  

Emotions are defined as an integrated physiological response to internal or external 

events (Scherer, 2005). There is a general consensus among emotional theorists that an 

emotional episode includes both cognitive components (emotional appraisal), and physical 

processes (somatic symptoms, vocal or facial motor expression, subjective feeling of the 

emotion)(e.g., Scherer, 2005; Schachter, 1964; Barrett, 2006). Each day, people are required 

to navigate a complex network of relationships with others. Emotions facilitate interpersonal 

communication and are thus considered socially adaptive (Engelberg & Sjöberg, 2005). A 
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more emotionally skilled individual is considered to be more emotionally intelligent. 

Research in the field of emotional intelligence has primarily focussed on identifying the 

benefits associated with higher levels of emotional intelligence, which include being 

perceived as a more effective leader (Dabke, 2016) and tending to perform better at work 

(Joseph, Jin, Newman, & O'Boyle, 2015). Higher levels of emotional intelligence in 

employees are also positively associated with organisational citizenship behaviour (Miao, 

Humphrey, & Qian, 2017) and organisational commitment (Miao, Humphrey, & Qian, 2016). 

However, an emerging body of literature has investigated whether people with higher levels 

of emotional intelligence use their skills nefariously to advance their own interests (Austin et 

al., 2007; Petrides et al., 2011). One aim of the current program of research was to continue 

the line of investigation on the potential disadvantages of emotional intelligence, with a 

particular emphasis on examining the potential contextual effect of the workplace on 

emotionally manipulative behaviours. 

A Review of Emotional Intelligence 

The ability to successfully navigate interpersonal relationships was first identified as a 

form of intelligence a century ago by Thorndike (1920). The last three decades, in particular, 

have seen a rise in research interest in the field of emotional intelligence, with the 

establishment of many theoretical emotional intelligence frameworks. Some of the more 

influential frameworks are Bar-On’s (1988) model of emotional and social intelligence; 

Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) model, which conceptualises emotional intelligence as a mental 

ability; Boyatzis and Sala’s (2004) model of social and emotional competencies related to 

excellent workplace performance; and the trait emotional intelligence model, which includes 

the personality-related aspects of emotional intelligence (such as adaptability and social 

awareness) from previous models (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). 
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 It is apparent that these four dominant models were derived from a similar 

understanding of emotional intelligence as a collection of emotion recognition, reasoning and 

regulation abilities (Cherniss, 2015). Whilst there appears to be a general consensus on the 

definition of emotional intelligence, the tools developed to measure the various theoretical 

models have generated some controversy and division in the field. The chief concerns centre 

around the validity of the tools (Brackett & Mayer, 2003).  

 Questions about the validity of emotional intelligence measures have arisen from the 

lack of convergence between measures, such as ability emotional intelligence and trait 

emotional intelligence (Brackett & Mayer, 2003). Rather than the low correlations between 

such measures being demonstrative of validity issues, Petrides and Furnham (2000, 2001) 

argued that certain tools are measuring different aspects of emotional intelligence and should 

not correlate. A parallel argument could be made for measures of general intelligence, 

wherein components (e.g., numeracy and language skills) are not deemed invalid if they do 

not correlate strongly, because they are measuring different aspects of intelligence. To ensure 

data generated from using the measures are accurately interpreted, Petrides and Furnham 

(2000, 2001) underscored the importance of delineating between measures of maximal 

performance (ability emotional intelligence) and typical behaviours (trait emotional 

intelligence). The difference between measures of ability and trait emotional intelligence can 

be illustrated by comparing two widely-cited models of each one.  

An example of a model and associated measure of ability emotional intelligence was 

developed by Mayer and Salovey (1997). The model was derived from the notion that 

emotional intelligence is a cognitive ability that enables people to more effectively regulate 

their emotions and those of others, label an emotion as it arises, and to use the awareness of 

the emotion to guide thinking and actions (Salovey & Mayer, 1989). The most prominent 

measure based on this conceptualisation of emotional intelligence is the Mayer-Salovey-
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Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT; Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2002). Similar to 

tests measuring more general cognitive abilities, questions on the MSCEIT have right or 

wrong answers, and are therefore a measure of how an individual performs under the 

conditions of the test (maximal performance) rather than in more general daily scenarios 

(typical performance).  

In contrast, the ‘trait emotional intelligence’ model conceptualises emotional 

intelligence as a personality quality, or a trait, because research has demonstrated that 

emotion-related self-perceptions (i.e., trait emotional intelligence) cluster to occupy a distinct 

factor in the lower levels of personality hierarchies (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). 

Therefore, in contrast to cognitive measures of emotional intelligence designed to assess 

one’s performance on a variety of tasks (maximal performance), trait measures of emotional 

intelligence are self-reported and reflect dispositional tendencies (typical performance). A 

well-known and widely used measure of trait emotional intelligence is the Trait Emotional 

Intelligence Questionnaire (TEIQue) (Petrides & Furnham, 2001). The questions on the 

TEIQue were derived from the personality facets of earlier emotional intelligence measures 

and include four components: wellbeing, sociability, self-control and emotionality.  

One facet of trait emotional intelligence is the emotional management of others, 

which is defined as one’s self-reported ability to influence other people’s feelings (Petrides et 

al., 2007). Being able to improve the feelings of others is thought to increase the quality of 

existing relationships (Niven, Holman, & Totterdell, 2012), and boost an individual’s 

likeability amongst others (Niven, Garcia, van der Löwe, Holman, & Mansell, 2015). Whilst 

research has predominantly studied the prosocial actions of those with high levels of 

emotional intelligence, Mayer and Salovey (1990) cautioned that higher levels of emotional 

intelligence could potentially facilitate negative manipulative relational behaviours, as well as 

positive. Later, Austin et al. (2007) postulated that a person skilled at recognising the 
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emotions experienced by others could use this information to manipulate others’ behaviour in 

socially undesirable ways. As such it was theorised that emotional manipulation reflects the 

‘dark side of emotional intelligence’ (Austin et al., 2007). Emotional manipulation was 

formally defined as the act of influencing another individual’s feelings and behaviours for 

one’s own self-interest or benefit (Austin et al., 2007). 

In order to operationalise the concept of emotional manipulation, Austin et al. (2007) 

developed a 41-item measure of emotional manipulation titled the Emotional Manipulation 

Scale. Following a factor analysis of the scale, three factors were extracted which explained 

36% of the variance in emotional manipulation. The factors were identified as a general 

emotional manipulation tendency, poor emotional skills and emotional concealment. Items 

that loaded on the emotional manipulation tendency factor measured a person’s self-reported 

ability to emotionally manipulate others and included items such as ‘I know how to make 

someone feel uneasy’ and ‘I can pay people compliments to get in their good books’. While 

the items of the scale measure self-rated abilities, Grieve and Panebianco (2013) proposed 

that the scale better reflects trait rather than ability emotional manipulation, as it is assessing 

typical behaviours rather than maximal performance. In line with trait theory, it is vital that 

the role of context is examined in order to establish what constitutes a beneficial level of any 

given trait (Petrides, 2011). For example, within the workplace, high levels of agreeableness 

may not be helpful in making decisions that are detrimental to others, such as terminating 

someone’s employment (Berry & Oh, 2009). 

As well as considering the role of context in emotional manipulation, it has been 

argued that researchers should consider differentiating between those who indicate an ability 

to emotionally manipulate others and those who will actually engage in the behaviour (Grieve 

& Mahar, 2010). For example, an individual may report a capability to emotionally 
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manipulate others, but they might refrain from doing so due to other factors, such as their 

regard for the wellbeing of others.  

Investigating the relationship between emotional manipulation and other personality 

traits could help identify those who are more likely to engage in the behaviour. Indeed, initial 

research using the emotional manipulation factor of the Emotional Manipulation Scale (i.e., 

‘dark side of emotional intelligence’) has revealed that self-reported emotionally 

manipulative behaviours are positively associated with malevolent personality traits such as 

psychopathy and Machiavellianism (Austin et al., 2007; Grieve & Mahar, 2010). However, 

the potential effect of context, such as the workplace, on emotional manipulation and closely 

related malevolent personality traits has not yet been explored.  

In summary, the overarching goal of this program of research was to examine 

emotional manipulation in the workplace in order to understand how this behaviour might 

benefit individuals who undertake it, affect others who are targeted by it, and inform 

interventions to address it. For the purpose of exploring emotional manipulation in the 

workplace, a measure of an individual’s willingness to manipulate others could potentially 

provide a different picture of how this behaviour is enacted and what strategies are needed to 

mitigate the behaviour. Therefore, another goal of this thesis was to explore the extent to 

which one’s ability and one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate are related. Finally, in 

order to gain a better understanding of the types of individuals who emotionally manipulate 

others, the thesis examines the role of malevolent personality characteristics in the act of 

emotional manipulation at work. 

Emotional Manipulation in the Workplace  

Within the context of the workplace, despite anecdotal reports of manipulative 

behaviour, the body of investigative empirical research examining emotional manipulation is 

relatively small and has predominantly focussed on corporate psychopathy (e.g., Mathieu, 
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Neumann, Hare, & Babiak, 2014). Given exploration into the ‘dark side of emotional 

intelligence’ is in the early stages, there are still questions remaining; for example, how do 

targets perceive their experiences of being emotionally manipulated at work? Examining 

emotional manipulation in the workplace is essential, as relationships between employees can 

be governed by power differences, and individuals with a tendency to be manipulative may 

seek to exploit others in order to gain or maintain power. In addition, individuals who believe 

they are being managed by someone with manipulative tendencies are more likely to 

experience psychological distress than those who are not (Mathieu et al., 2014). 

Workplace bullying is experienced by approximately seven percent of Australian 

employees (Butterworth, Kiely, & Leach, 2016; McTernan, Dollard, & LaMontagne, 2013). 

Since 2012 the state government statutory authorities in Australia have adopted the widely 

accepted description of workplace bullying as repeated, unreasonable, behaviours directed 

towards a worker or group of workers that creates a risk to health and safety (Einarsen, 

Raknes, & Matthiesen, 1994). Workplace bullying is estimated to have an economic cost of 

between $US7.1 million and $US36.3 billion a year in any given nation (Hassard, Teoh, 

Visockaite, Dewe, & Cox, 2018).  

In Australia, studies on the prevalence and economic impact of workplace bullying 

are limited, despite workplace bullying and harassment being the costliest forms of mental 

health claims, due to the length of absenteeism with which they are associated (Productivity 

Commission, 2010). People who report being bullied have higher levels of depression and 

anxiety (Butterworth et al., 2016) than their peers, and these poor levels of mental health can 

persist five to seven years after the initial bullying experience (Lahelma, Lallukka, 

Laaksonen, Saastamoinen, & Rahkonen, 2012).  

The development of a mental disorder is recognised in the Australian workers’ 

compensation system as a potential outcome of experiencing mental stress in the course of 
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work (Australian Safety and Compensation Council, 2008). In 2010-2011 and 2014-2015, 

around 91% of workers’ compensation claims involving a mental health condition were 

linked to work-related stress or mental stress. The most common mechanisms causing stress 

were work pressure (31%), work-related harassment and/or bullying (27%) and exposure to 

workplace or occupational violence (14%). Despite the strong link between work stress and 

mental illness, The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Work-related Injuries Survey 

2009–2010 (ABS, 2010) showed that workers who reported mental stress were less likely to 

claim workers’ compensation than workers with other injuries. Further, 70% of workers who 

reported experiencing work-related stress did not apply for workers’ compensation, probably 

because of fear of job loss due to a precarious casual job status (one fifth of the Australian 

workforce are of a casual status) and the difficulties associated with proving mental stress as 

opposed to physical injury (ABS, 2010). Therefore, the amount of mental stress caused by 

workplace bullying as reported by the Australian Safety and Compensation Council is likely 

to be an underestimation. 

Despite the fact that there are systems in place for employees to report workplace 

bulling and make claims to receive support, a large proportion choose not to take part in this 

process. In addition to the aforementioned reasons provided by the ABS, this may also be due 

in part to how workplace bullying is defined (see above). More specifically, the Fair Work 

Ombudsmen list “unreasonable behaviours” as “victimising, humiliating, intimidating or 

threatening”, all of which appear relatively overt in nature. More subtle behaviours, such as 

emotional manipulation, are potentially more ambiguous in terms of their unreasonableness. 

Whilst the existing literature indicates that the motive of an emotionally manipulative 

individual is quite deviant and goal-driven (as evidenced by the correlations between 

emotional manipulation and malevolent personality traits), less is known about the target’s 

experience of working with a person perceived as emotionally manipulative. Popular 
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writings, such as the book entitled Snakes in Suits: When psychopaths go to work (Babiak & 

Hare, 2006) outline anecdotal reports of people affected by working with individuals known 

to be manipulative (such as corporate psychopaths); however, the empirical evidence is 

lacking. Given the nefariousness and subtlety inherent in emotional manipulation, it is 

unclear how a target might arrive at the conclusion that they are being manipulated and what 

their perspective on the motive might be. Exploring the relationship between the experience 

and perpetration of emotional manipulation will further reveal how emotional manipulation 

manifests itself in the workplace. This deeper understanding will serve to help individuals 

conceptualise and communicate their experiences with more confidence and to develop the 

perspectives of what could be considered as unreasonable behaviour at work. Such 

perspectives can be used to develop evidence-informed organisational and governmental 

policies, procedures and practices. The specific research questions which guided this program 

of research were as follows:  

Question 1: Are people who self-report an ability to emotional manipulate others actually 

willing to engage in the behaviour? 

Question 2: Are there differences in the construct of emotional manipulation in workplace 

compared to the construct of emotional manipulation in day-to-day behaviours? 

Question 3: To what extent are emotional intelligence, gender and other malevolent 

personality characteristics associated with one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others 

at work?  

Question 4: What are the experiences of individuals who perceive themselves to be targets of 

emotional manipulation in the workplace? 
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Organisation of Thesis and Overview of Publications 

Chapter 1 of this thesis provides an overview of emotional manipulation, emotional 

intelligence, and emotional manipulation in the workplace. Chapter 2 includes a literature 

review on the concept of emotional manipulation and associated personality traits. The 

review also outlines how the construct of emotional manipulation fits within the current body 

of research on workplace aggression. Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 include the results of the five 

empirical studies that were undertaken with the aim of addressing each of the research 

questions, as detailed in the following paragraphs. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 have been peer 

reviewed and published. 

Study 1: In order to address the relationship between ability and willingness 

emotional manipulation and related malevolent personality traits (Questions 1 and 3), an 

online self-administered survey of Australian participants (N=234; 193 females, 41 males) 

was undertaken. Participants self-reported their ability and willingness to emotionally 

manipulate others as well as completing measures of primary psychopathy, secondary 

psychopathy and emotional intelligence. This study was specifically designed to investigate 

differences between willingness and ability to emotionally manipulate in order to ascertain 

how best to measure the behaviour in the workplace. One’s ability and willingness to 

emotionally manipulate others were compared by performing a factor analysis of 10 items 

from Austin et al.’s (2007) original self-report emotional manipulation scale combined with 

the same items modified to capture one’s self-reported willingness to emotionally 

manipulate.  

Study 2: In order to evaluate whether emotional manipulation in work contexts can be 

distinguished from emotional manipulation in non-work contexts (Question 2), an online self-

administered survey of Australian employees (N=567, 365 females, 199 males, 3 others) was 

undertaken. Participants reported their willingness to emotionally manipulate others in the 
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workplace and in general. A confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the validity 

of the scales developed in the study. This study specifically focused on identifying if context 

affected one’s willingness to manipulate others.  

Study 3: The role of malevolent personality traits, emotional intelligence and gender 

in one’s willingness to manipulate others were examined in a sample of 756 Australian 

employees (581 females, 184 males) in order to address Question 3Participants from varying 

occupations completed measures of willingness to emotional manipulate in the workplace, 

emotional intelligence and the Dark Triad. Bivariate correlations were performed to examine 

the extent to which one’s gender, emotional intelligence and malevolent personality traits 

associate with workplace emotional manipulation.  

Study 4: In order to investigate Question 4, a qualitative analysis was undertaken to 

examine the experiences of Australian individuals (N=23) who perceived themselves as 

targets of emotional manipulation in the workplace. A qualitative analysis was chosen, as 

often more quantitative approaches can make it difficult for participants to communicate their 

subjective experiences (Keashly, 2001), particularly in emergent areas of research where the 

risk of overlooking key experiences is high and could result in misrepresentation of the issues 

impacting the population of interest. The specific focus of the study was to enhance 

understanding of emotional manipulation in the workplace by exploring employee 

perspectives on behaviours they considered to be emotionally manipulative.  

As a result of the findings of the qualitative study, a further fifth study was 

undertaken to explore how individuals who endorsed a willingness to manipulate others 

reacted to hypothetical descriptions of socially cohesive work environments.  

This survey-based study was undertaken with 105 female and 135 male American Amazon 

Mechanical Turks (MTurks) and Microworkers, who are individuals that choose to perform 

various tasks through crowd-sourcing platforms. Participants identified as being currently 
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employed. Participants reported how threatened they felt by a hypothetical description of a 

socially cohesive workplace environment, and also completed measures of trait emotional 

manipulation willingness at work, the Dark Triad and contingent self-esteem. The specific 

focus of the research was to enhance understanding of how individuals with high 

manipulative tendencies might react to situations that are generally perceived by others as 

favourable, and to broaden the generalisability of research investigating work place 

emotional manipulation beyond an Australian cohort of participants. 

The final chapter, Chapter 8, comprises a general discussion and integration of these 

studies results to develop a rich understanding of emotional manipulation specific to the 

workplace. The areas examined were: i) how one’s ability to emotionally manipulate is 

related to one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate, (ii) the construct of emotional 

manipulation willingness in the workplace, (iii) personality and individual differences in 

emotional manipulation perpetration, (iv) the process by which one perceives emotional 

manipulation at work, (v) and if socially cohesive workplace environments trigger counter 

normative responses in those who manipulate others.  
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Emotional Intelligence and Trait Emotional Manipulation: The Dark Side of Emotional 

Intelligence  

A person who manipulates others’ emotions does so as an indirect strategy to control 

how those people behave. Embarrassment, uneasiness and shame are examples of overtly 

negative emotions that can be induced in others by an emotional manipulator to exert control 

over others (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & Moore, 2007). Offerings of reassurance or 

compliments are thought to be less malicious approaches used by emotional manipulators to 

get their own way (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013). 

To ascertain whether emotional manipulation can be classified as a form of emotional 

intelligence, researchers have focussed on the creation of self-report measures of emotional 

manipulation and then assessed the degree to which emotional intelligence is associated with 

such measures. Studies thus far have relied on two self-report measures of emotional 

manipulation: The emotional manipulation factor of the Emotional Manipulation Scale 

(Austin et al., 2007) and the Worsen and Inauthentic factors of the Management of Emotions 

in Others Scale (MEOS) (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013). 

It remains unclear whether or not inauthenticity or more overt forms of emotional 

manipulation require an individual to be adept in the assessment and perception of emotions 

of others (i.e., emotionally intelligent). Generally speaking, there appears to be a positive link 

between self-reported levels of emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation. However, 

the association is often dependent on other factors, such as one’s gender (Grieve & 

Panebianco, 2013), or is moderated by other personality variables such as lower levels of 

self-reported agreeableness (O’Connor & Athota, 2013), or is dependent upon which facet of 

emotional intelligence is compared to emotional manipulation (Austin & Vahle, 2016).  

Self-reported emotional intelligence has been found to significantly contribute to self-

reported trait emotional manipulation tendencies for both genders (Grieve & Maher, 2010; 
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Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). Grieve and Panebianco (2013) found that for males, higher 

levels of emotional intelligence positively predicted the use of emotional manipulation. For 

females, self-reported levels of emotional intelligence were only weakly positively correlated 

with self-reported emotional manipulation levels (Grieve & Mahar, 2010). Despite the 

weaker correlation for females, further analysis using regression models by Grieve and 

Maher (2010) revealed that emotional intelligence was a positive predictor of emotional 

manipulation. 

A weak correlation followed by a significant relationship in a regression model 

indicates that emotional intelligence is acting as a suppressor variable (i.e., suppressing 

irrelevant variance in other independent variables). Suppression of irrelevant variance leads 

to a more concise estimate in the relationship between the independent and dependent 

variables (Lancaster, 1999). Grieve and Panebianco (2013) hypothesised that emotional 

intelligence was suppressing variance in secondary psychopathy because secondary 

psychopathy became a positive predictor of emotional manipulation only after the inclusion 

of emotional intelligence in the regression model. Therefore, it would appear that men and 

women potentially differ in how they might use their emotion-related capabilities. In males, 

emotional intelligence skills appear to facilitate the accomplishment of various goals through 

emotional manipulation, whereas for females, the role of emotional intelligence in emotional 

manipulation is more difficult to discern. 

In contrast to the findings that self-reported emotional intelligence positively predicts 

self-reported emotional manipulation, Austin et al. (2013) reported weak negative 

associations between self-report emotional intelligence and both the Worsen and Inauthentic 

factors of the MEOS. Subsequent research by O’Connor and Athota (2013) demonstrated that 

links between self-report emotional intelligence and self-report measures of manipulative 

behaviour were moderated by other personality factors, such as agreeableness. More 



 

 

 

 

 

23 

specifically, those who were both less agreeable and emotionally competent were more likely 

to score higher on measures of manipulative behaviour, than those both more agreeable and 

emotionally competent. This finding was partially supported by Austin, Saklofske, Smith, 

and Tohver (2014), who demonstrated that agreeableness mediated the association between 

self-reported trait emotional intelligence with both mood worsening and inauthentic mood 

management techniques. Less agreeable individuals could be judged as lacking in 

consideration and trust in others (John & Srivastava, 1999), and therefore more likely to take 

advantage of higher levels of emotional intelligence to manipulate others.  

While the mood worsening and inauthentic factors of the MEOS correlate negatively 

with a global score of self-reported emotional intelligence (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013), when 

both factors are compared with the various facets of self-reported emotionally intelligence, 

the relationship is more nuanced (Austin & Vahle, 2016). For example, one aspect of 

emotional intelligence is emotional management, which is defined as the capability to 

influence the emotions of others (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). Indeed, the self-

reported emotional management factor of emotional intelligence is a positive predictor of the 

Worsen and Inauthentic factors of the MEOS. This is in contrast to the more prosocial factors 

of the MEOS, such as mood enhancement, which is positively correlated to all facets of 

emotional intelligence. Therefore, it would appear that only emotional intelligence items 

specific to emotion management show a positive correlation with emotional manipulation, 

suggesting that other emotional intelligence skills, such as emotion regulation, assertiveness, 

and adaptability might play less of a role in facilitating manipulative interpersonal 

behaviours.   

The emotional management items of the emotional intelligence scales tend to align 

more with the language and wording in items measuring emotional manipulation (e.g., I have 

power and ability to influence the emotions of others) than with other items that appear more 
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ambiguous in meaning (e.g., I often pause to think about my feelings). It could be that those 

who manipulate others are more likely to endorse items that are more direct and goal-specific 

in nature, which might reflect the motivations of emotional manipulators to aggrandise 

themselves at the cost of others.  

The influence of aversive personalities on emotional manipulation. In order to 

explore the idea that people may use their emotional intelligence skills strategically for self-

benefit, the relationship between emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation is also 

being investigated by researchers in individuals who are more inclined towards behaving 

antagonistically. Of particular interest are individuals who possess higher levels of one or 

more of the aversive personality traits that form the Dark Triad.  

The Dark Triad is the term given to a group of three personality traits; psychopathy, 

Machiavellianism, and narcissism (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Using a dimensional 

approach, individuals who score above a certain threshold for any given trait might be 

considered to have clinically impaired function and subsequently meet criteria for a 

personality disorder. However, when examining trait scores using a continuum rather than a 

dimensional approach, it is evident that at subclinical levels the Dark Triad traits share 

features of callous manipulation and social exploitation of others, even within the normal 

population (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). 

Despite conceptual overlaps within the Dark Triad, subclinical manifestations of 

psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism can be differentiated as follows: Individuals 

high in psychopathy individuals lack empathy; individuals high in Machiavellianism 

manipulate others to achieve success; and individuals high in narcissism s are typified by 

self-entitlement and grandiosity (Furnham, Richards, & Paulhus, 2013). Another focus of 

recent research in the trait emotional intelligence domain has been to explore more closely 

how darker personality traits interact with emotional intelligence to predict emotional 
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manipulation. To date, research has produced mixed findings. In some studies, a positive 

relationship between narcissism and self-reported emotional intelligence has been reported 

(Petrides, Vernon, Schermer, & Veselka, 2011; Veselka, Schermer, & Vernon, 2012). 

However, in other studies, self-reported emotional intelligence has been found to negatively 

correlate with Machiavellianism (Austin et al., 2007) and psychopathy (Grieve & Mahar, 

2010). 

Individuals with high levels of Machiavellianism and psychopathy are characterised 

as being cold and unempathetic and therefore less inclined to be concerned about the welfare 

of others (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The activity of an individual high in Machiavellianism 

is particularly denoted by subtle cunningness, duplicity or bad faith (Christie & Geis, 1970). 

While some studies report a negative relationship between Machiavellianism and a global 

self-report emotional intelligence measure (Austin et al., 2007), Machiavellianism is 

positively associated with the emotional control aspect of self-reported socio-emotional 

intelligence (i.e., an ability to regulate one’s own emotions) (Nagler, Reiter, Furtner, & 

Rauthmann, 2014), which is considered a factor that might be helpful in the manipulation of 

the emotions of others (Austin et al., 2007; Grieve, 2011). Indeed, those scoring higher in 

Machiavellianism self-report an ability to manipulate the emotions of others (Austin et al., 

2007). 

Psychopathy is considered a multi-dimensional construct with two predominant 

factors: primary and secondary psychopathy (Karpman, 1941). Primary psychopathy includes 

the more prototypical or ‘true’ features of psychopathy, including callousness, manipulation 

and deceitfulness, whilst secondary psychopathy is associated with engagement in anti-social 

behaviour and impulsivity, possibly due to an underlying emotional disorder, for example, 

trait anxiety (Levenson, Kiehl, & Fitzpatrick, 1995). While prototypical primary psychopaths 

also commit antisocial acts, they are more likely driven by a lack of empathy or fear, in 
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contrast to secondary psychopaths, who are fearful and often exhibit empathy through 

remorse (Cleckley, 1941; Karpman, 1941; Yildreum & Derksen, 2015). 

Like Machiavellianism, psychopathy has been found to have negative associations 

with self-reported emotional intelligence (Ali, Amorim, & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2009; Jauk, 

Freudenthaler, & Neubauer, 2016), suggesting that the expression and comprehension of 

emotions might be impaired in individuals scoring high in psychopathy. However, when 

primary psychopathy is compared to subcomponents of self-reported emotional intelligence 

rather than the global score, the results are more nuanced. For instance, psychopathy is 

positively associated with the ‘social control’ component of the social emotional intelligence 

scale (Nagler et al., 2014). This finding suggests that those who score highly on psychopathy 

self-perceive an ability to ‘play roles’ which enables them to successfully deceive others. 

Additionally, primary psychopathy traits combine with self-reported emotional intelligence to 

predict self-reported emotional manipulation (Grieve & Maher, 2010). Both findings support 

the idea that higher levels of emotional intelligence can be used to nefarious ends (Austin et 

al., 2007). Further, the lower levels of empathy and callous disregard of others typical of 

those with primary psychopathy traits likely drive an individual to use their emotional skills 

to manipulate others.  

Compared to primary psychopathy, the relationship between secondary psychopathy 

and emotional intelligence is less intuitive. Grieve and Maher (2010) demonstrated that when 

considered alongside secondary psychopathy, emotional intelligence predicted emotional 

manipulation, however emotional intelligence acted as a suppressor. Therefore, emotional 

intelligence predicted emotional manipulation only in combination with increased levels of 

secondary psychopathy. The results illustrate that the links between emotional intelligence 

and emotional manipulation are not necessarily direct, and are gender dependent. The impact 

of both primary and secondary psychopathy as well as gender on the relationship between 



 

 

 

 

 

27 

emotional intelligence and emotional manipulations are further explored in the current 

program of research, in order to better understand the nature of emotional manipulation at 

work. 

Narcissism has been conceptualised as having two manifestations: Grandiose 

narcissism and vulnerable narcissism (Pincus et al., 2009). While both grandiose and 

vulnerable narcissists expect to be treated as superior by others, they differ in the methods 

they employ to fulfil these expectations (Pincus et al., 2009). Grandiose narcissists have the 

skills to influence both people and the environment to achieve a sense of self-worth in an 

overt manner and are oblivious to the stress this can cause to others. By contrast, the ‘shyer’, 

more vulnerable narcissists rely on others to admire them in order to regulate their self-

esteem, as they lack interpersonal skills (Pincus et al., 2009). Lack of admiration or treatment 

not consistent with their high expectations are feared by individuals high in vulnerable 

narcissism, resulting in defensiveness and feelings of resentment (Cain, Pincus, & Ansell, 

2008; Houlcroft, Bore, & Munro, 2012; Pincus et al., 2009). 

The Dark Triad includes the grandiose variant of narcissism and measures the extent 

to which an individual craves and engages in behaviours to achieve admiration and prestige 

(Furnham et al., 2013). Grandiose narcissists are also described as charming, interesting and 

even seductive (Back, Schmukle, & Egloff, 2010; Dufner, Rauthmann, Czarna, & Denissen, 

2013). These somewhat more positive character descriptors have led to assertions that those 

with narcissistic traits are more interpersonally competent and less deviant than their Dark 

Triad counterparts (Kowalski, Vernon, & Schermer, 2016; Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013). 

Indeed, in contrast to Machiavellianism and psychopathy, narcissism correlates positively 

with trait emotional intelligence (Nagler et al., 2014; Petrides et al., 2011; Szabó & 

Bereczkei, 2017) as well as positively correlating with the ability to self-control emotional 

states (emotional expressivity), play roles, and present oneself in a positive light (social 
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control) (Nagler et al., 2014). While the element of deviancy may be smaller relative to 

Machiavellianism and psychopathy, the more antagonistic side of narcissism has been 

documented. For example, Back et al.’s (2013) Narcissist Admiration and Rivalry Concept 

model of Narcissism distinguishes agentic narcissistic traits (e.g., grandiosity) from the 

antagonistic traits (e.g., hostility). Such separation of agentic and antagonistic traits help to 

account for the observation that while narcissists can initially be perceived as agreeable, their 

antagonistic personality traits (exploitativeness, arrogance, manipulativeness) can contribute 

to a decline in the quality of social connections overtime (Paulhus, 1998). 

These findings suggest that while narcissists may possess the ability to understand 

another’s emotions, their central tendency to be self-focussed through either agentic or 

antagonistic means overrides the empathy they might extend to others (Jonason & Kroll, 

2015; Petrides et al., 2011). Thus, a narcissistic individual might engage in emotional 

manipulation to enhance their self-image regardless of the impacts on those around them. The 

current program of research explores this hypothesis in the workplace context.  

 Other predictors of emotional manipulation.To further explore the characteristics 

of those more inclined to emotionally manipulate others, the role of social skills, awareness, 

aggression and empathy has been considered (Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). Grieve and 

Panebianco (2013) showed that in both genders, those with a tendency toward using more 

indirect forms of aggression also reported emotionally manipulative behaviours. Males who 

reported higher levels of both self-focus and strength in social processing (e.g., being skilled 

at reading the expressions and body language of others) described a heightened ability to 

emotionally manipulate others. Supporting the notion that men who are more self-focused are 

more likely to manipulate others, men who identify more with male stereotypes 

(assertiveness and independence) have also been found to be more likely to self-report 

emotionally manipulate others (Grieve, March, & Van Doorn, 2019). Therefore, emotional 
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manipulation and indirect forms of aggression are techniques that some males may use in 

order to assert superiority over others.  

While Grieve and Panebianco (2013) demonstrated that strengths in social processing 

predicted an increased ability to emotionally manipulate others in males, for females, less 

social awareness predicted more emotional manipulation. It was postulated that women with 

deficits in social skills may rely on emotional manipulation as a way of interacting with 

others (Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). Similar to men, women who identified more with 

masculine traits were more likely to report emotionally manipulating others, again 

underscoring the key role of agency and dominance in the nefarious act of emotional 

manipulation.  

Overall summary of emotional manipulation predictors. Emotional manipulation 

research is still in its infancy. Some studies have positively linked self-report emotional 

intelligence with emotional manipulation (Grieve & Panebianco, 2013) and when using more 

traditional measures of personality, some evidence supports the idea that high self-reported 

emotional intelligence, combined with lower levels of agreeableness and conscientiousness, 

also predicts emotional manipulation tendencies (Austin et al., 2014; O'Connor & Athota, 

2013). Malevolent personality traits, including Machiavellianism and psychopathy (e.g., 

Nagler et al., 2013), as well as masculine gender roles (Grieve, March, & Van Doorn, 2019), 

have also been implicated in the act of self-report emotional manipulation. In this current 

program of research, further exploration of the relationship between levels of self-reported 

emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation and other personality factors helps to 

clarify the mixed findings in the existing literature, with considerations to the context of the 

workplace setting.  

Existing measures of emotional manipulation require respondents to self-evaluate 

their abilities to emotionally manipulate others. However, it is unclear if those who believe 
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that they could manipulate others would actually engage in the behaviour. Also absent from 

the existing research domain is the consideration of contextual effects on the relationship 

between emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation. In order to investigate emotional 

manipulation within a specific context it would be more useful to capture actual behaviour 

rather than someone’s perceived ability to engage in the behaviour. Thus, an important part 

of the current research is to determine the degree to which one’s ability to manipulate others 

also captures one’s actual willingness to engage in emotional manipulation.  

Emotional Manipulation within the Broader Context of Workplace Aggression 

Over the past three decades there has been increased attention on workplace 

aggression beyond acts of physical aggression or violence. In Australia, overt acts of violence 

and intimidation are less common than covert interpersonal and work-related issues 

(Butterworth et al., 2016). Almost half of Australians report having been bullied at one point 

in time at work (Butterworth et al., 2016). Due to an increased focus on psychological forms 

of aggression in the workplace there has been a proliferation of constructs suggested (e.g., 

Hershovis 2001; Samnami & Singh, 2012), for example, workplace aggression (Neuman & 

Baron, 1997), workplace incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999), abusive supervision 

(Tepper, 2000), emotional abuse at work (Keashly, Trott, & MacLean, 1994), social 

undermining (Duffy, Daniel, & Milan, 2002), workplace victimisation (Aquino & Lamertz, 

2004), emotional tyranny (Waldron & Krone, 1991) and petty tyranny (Ashforth, 1994). 

Researchers have also identified certain personality traits, such as psychopathy, 

Machiavellianism and narcissism as drivers of workplace aggression (for a review, see 

O'Boyle Jr, Forsyth, Banks, & McDaniel, 2012). 

Researchers have noted that that many of the constructs have key overlapping and 

differentiating characteristics and that researching each construct separately may be impeding 

the growth of knowledge in the area. Subsequently, attempts have been made to integrate and 
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reconcile the constructs using key defining factors, including the frequency of the aggressive 

act, whether a victim believes that the perpetrator intends to cause harm (perceived intent), 

the effect the behaviour has on the target, and the source of the behaviour (i.e., manager or 

co-worker) (Hershcovis, 2011; Hershcovis & Reich, 2013; Keashly & Jagatic, 2011). 

With respect to frequency of the aggressive act, at a measurement level, emotional 

manipulation has been conceptualised as an ability (Austin et al., 2007). Therefore 

individuals self-report their emotional manipulation capabilities rather than how often they 

undertake the behaviour. In contrast, the majority of workplace aggression measures include 

frequency anchors and assume that the degree of harm experienced by the target is positively 

correlated with how often they report being subjected to aggressive behaviours (Hershcovis, 

2011). 

With regards to perceived intent, there has yet to be any research examining a target’s 

perspective as to whether an instigator of emotional manipulation intends to cause harm. 

From the perpetrator’s perspective, Neuman and Baron (2005) highlight the importance in 

differentiating between intentional and unintentional harm to ensure that accidental 

behaviours that cause harm are not considered as aggressive. Within the construct of 

emotional manipulation, it is clear that a manipulator intentionally inflicts harm in order to 

achieve their goals, for example, making somebody feel ashamed to induce them to behave 

differently. There are two items in the emotional manipulation factor of the Emotional 

Manipulation Scale (Austin et al., 2007) that demonstrate emotionally manipulative 

behaviours as being more ambiguous with respect to the instigator’s perceived intent. They 

include: ‘I can pay someone compliments to get in their ‘good books’’ and ‘I am good at 

reassuring people so that they’re more likely to go along with what I say’. Although harm 

may not be directly inflicted in these item examples used in isolation, such tactics could be 

used to mislead others as part of a manipulator’s broader strategy to attain their goals. 
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It is less clear whether or not it is important for a target to understand the 

intentionality of an actor’s behaviour. Some researchers have argued that perceived intent is 

not an important component in the labelling of a behaviour as abusive, and that targets may 

prioritise other factors, such as frequency of the act, when assessing whether a behaviour is 

abusive or not (Keashly, 2001). Examining the influence of perceived intent of emotional 

manipulative behaviour on the degree of harm a target experiences may help to clarify this 

dynamic, while providing important information on how the behaviour is perceived so it can 

be more readily recognised and addressed in the workplace. 

In workplace aggression parlance, behaviours with underlying motives are termed 

‘incentive-motivated’ and are considered as calculated in nature, as the goal of the behaviour 

is to inflict harm in order to obtain something of value, for example, a promotion (Buss, 

1961). In contrast, some individuals react aggressively without a clear underlying motive in 

order to inflict harm (Neuman & Baron, 1997). This aggression can be triggered by a variety 

of factors, including a sense that one’s goals are being impeded (Dollard, Doob, Miller, 

Mowrer, & Sears, 1939). 

It is implied in the definition of emotional manipulation that a manipulator influences 

another’s emotions in order to control that person’s behaviours, which is consistent with the 

definition of incentive-motivated aggression. Supporting this theoretical assertion is evidence 

that emotional manipulation is closely associated with subclinical malevolent personality 

traits that are characteristic of individuals who act intentionally (e.g., individuals scoring high 

in psychopathy), are selfish (e.g., individuals scoring high in narcissism) and are driven to 

compete with others (e.g., individuals scoring high in Machiavellianism) (Austin et al., 2007; 

Grieve & Mahar, 2010). However, it cannot be ruled out that emotional manipulation may be 

used to inflict harm on others for other reasons aside from self-gain. Further research is 

necessary to determine the motivations of emotionally manipulative individuals.  
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With respect to the outcome of aggressive behaviours, an underlying assumption 

made in the definitions of the majority of the workplace aggression constructs is that an 

individual will experience harm as a result of the aggressive behaviours. This assumption can 

partially be applied to the construct of emotional manipulation. Broadly speaking, an 

emotional manipulator inflicts harm on another to produce both an emotional response and an 

action. At a measurement level, the type of harm that a target will experience when 

emotionally manipulated is specified within each item of the emotional manipulation factor 

in the Emotional Manipulation Scale. The harm caused in the majority of the items is more 

overt in nature than in other items within the factor. For example, ‘I can make someone feel 

anxious so that they will act in a particular way’ implies that the target is going to experience 

harmful emotion which may cause a particular reaction. In comparison, ‘I can reassure 

people so they are more likely to go along with what I say’ implies that a target will feel a 

positive emotion which may cause them to take a particular action. While it is implicit within 

the measure that harm will be experienced through either the experience of an unpleasant 

emotion or having one’s actions controlled, to date, there has not been any research 

examining the cumulative effects of being emotionally manipulated. Additionally, it is not 

clear whether more overt forms of manipulation are more or less damaging than covert forms. 

The current program of research aimed to clarify these issues.  

Finally, with regard to the source of the behaviour (i.e., the job role of the perpetrator) 

some workplace aggression constructs specify who the perpetrator is. For example, the 

source of aggression is the supervisor in the construct of abusive supervision. This is in 

contrast to the construct of emotional manipulation and other workplace aggression 

constructs that do not specify the source/role of the perpetrator, meaning the construct allows 

for any employee within the workplace to manipulate another person. Exploring the role of 

the individuals who are more likely to be emotionally manipulative will help identify 
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individuals at higher risk of undertaking the behaviour in workplace settings. 

How emotional manipulation differs from other workplace aggression 

constructs.With respect to the nature of the behaviours, the construct of emotional 

manipulation measures behaviours that may not necessarily be viewed as overtly hostile, 

unlike incivility, which is defined as low-intensity deviant acts (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

Similarly, in research examining the construct of emotional abuse at work, behaviours 

classified as emotional abuse included all forms of verbal (e.g., explosive outbursts) and non-

verbal hostile behaviours (e.g., aggressive eye contact). Similar to emotional manipulation, 

the constructs of abusive supervision, petty tyranny and emotional tyranny include a variety 

of hostile and non-hostile behaviours. Abusive supervision is defined as the sustained 

enactment of hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviours. Petty tyranny, also referred to as 

destructive or toxic leadership, refers to a superior’s misuse of power that negatively impacts 

employees in a manner that does not align with organisational values (Ashforth, 1994, 1997). 

The construct of petty tyranny contains six dimensions: Arbitrariness and self-

aggrandisement, lack of consideration, discouraging initiative, belittling employees, forcing 

style of conflict resolution and non-contingent punishment (Ashforth, 1994). Of the six 

dimensions, the latter three could be considered more hostile than the former.  

There is also variation in the hostility of behaviours within the construct of emotional 

tyranny. Emotional tyranny is defined as the use of emotion by powerful organisation 

members in a manner that is perceived to be destructive, controlling, unjust and even cruel 

(Waldron, 2000; Waldron & Krone, 1991). Tactics of an ‘emotional tyrant’ include 

behaviours that could be regarded as being more malicious, such as betrayal, intimidating and 

guilting. Less hostile behaviours include discounting and faking.  

Whilst there are similarities amongst petty tyranny, emotional tyranny and emotional 

manipulation with respect to the range of techniques employed by the instigator, emotional 
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manipulation is not necessarily driven by a power differential. However, it is important to 

consider that targets of aggressive behaviour may describe what feels to be a power 

imbalance between themselves and the instigator, even if the instigator is a co-worker or 

subordinate (Keashly, 2001). As such, it is recommended that researchers bear in mind that 

power can be attained through means other than a higher position in a hierarchy, for example, 

via social networks and task interdependency (Keashly, 2001; Hershcovis & Barling 2010). 

Exploring whether the use of emotional manipulation creates either a subjective or an 

objective power imbalance between the target and instigator will provide valuable insight 

into both the construct of emotional manipulation and how it relates to both petty and 

emotional tyranny.  

Emotional manipulation and social undermining. Perhaps emotional  

manipulation converges most with the construct of social undermining. Social undermining 

includes behaviours which aim to gradually tarnish other individuals’ relationships with 

colleagues, and diminish both their reputations and ability to excel at work (Duffy et al., 

2002). From the definition, social undermining assumes particular outcomes (e.g., the 

undermining of others), as does emotional manipulation (e.g., manipulating the emotions of 

others for self-gain). Social undermining behaviours can be classed as direct actions, such as 

openly making derogatory comments or belittling somebody; or indirect actions, for example, 

withholding information, or failing to support someone (Duffy et al., 2002). Thus, as with 

emotional manipulation, it is clear that the behaviours are intended to cause harm by either 

overt or covert means.  

At this stage, the constructs of social undermining and emotional manipulation are not 

well delineated, at least in part because of an absence of systematic research regarding 

motives for the behaviours. The understandings of emotional manipulation have been derived 

from trait emotional intelligence (Austin et al., 2007), it could be considered as having trait-
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like qualities (e.g., a stable aspect of an individual’s personality). Researchers have focused 

on investigating the personality predictors of this behaviour, for example, psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism (Austin et al., 2007; Grieve & Mahar, 2010). There are some indications 

that social undermining is indicative of personality style, given the degree of repetitive 

behaviour necessary to weaken the target over time (Duffy et al., 2002). However, research 

on the personality characteristics that drive individuals to intentionally undermine others is 

limited.  

With respect to the perceived motivations, there is preliminary evidence that social 

undermining behaviours are seen by targets to be driven by malice and greed (Crossley, 

2009). As yet, there are no studies exploring the perceived motives of individuals who 

emotionally manipulate others. Gaining insight into the perceived motives of individuals who 

emotionally manipulate others will assist in the clarification of the similarities and 

differences between these constructs which will help to correctly identify and mitigate such 

behaviours in workplace settings. 

In summary, emotional manipulation is unique when compared to workplace 

incivility, emotional abuse at work, petty tyranny and emotional tyranny in that the motive of 

the behaviour is outlined in the definition. That is, the perpetrator intends to harm others in 

order to achieve their own goals. The strength of emotional manipulation as a concept lies in 

the fact that it spans both overtly and covertly hostile behaviours and that it is not restricted 

to, nor solely predicted by, power differentials in an employee’s rank, as is the case for petty 

and emotional tyranny. However, an emotional manipulator may acquire power over another 

employee through other means, such as through manipulation of social networks. Therefore, 

the current thesis investigated how emotional manipulation influences the dynamics within a 

workplace environment. 
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The Dark Triad at work. Alongside the research on workplace aggression 

constructs, studies investigating the personality characteristics of employees considered 

‘toxic’ are also on the rise (Helfrich & Dietl, 2019; O'Boyle et al., 2012). In particular, the 

research has focused on the determinants of counterproductive workplace behaviours, with a 

focus on the malevolent personality traits of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism. 

There is mounting evidence that each trait in this Dark Triad (Paulhus & Williams, 2002) is 

associated, in varying but modest degrees, with undesirable workplace behaviours such as 

aggression, deviance, retaliation, and revenge (O'Boyle et al., 2012; Cohen, 2016).  

 A sub-field of research investigating psychopathy at work has focussed on examining 

the prevalence of individuals, in particular the leaders of large corporations, who meet criteria 

for a diagnosis of psychopathy (Babiak & Hare, 2006). Due to their ability, or good fortune, 

in having avoided being caught for criminal activity, such psychopaths have been labelled as 

‘successful’. Research has revealed that the prevalence of corporate leaders who meet criteria 

for primary psychopathy is 5.9%, compared with 1.2% in a community sample (Babiak, 

Neumann, & Hare, 2010). Within organisations, the corporate psychopath tends to pursue, 

and gain, positions of power, due to their superior communication skills, abilities in strategic 

thinking, creativity and innovation (Babiak et al., 2010). This attainment of power occurs 

despite what their employees perceive as poor management and teamwork skills (Babiak et 

al., 2010). One particular concern is that the individual’s ability to maintain a favourable 

impression amongst colleagues overrides awareness of their poor work performance (Babiak 

et al., 2010), indicating that there may not be a strong impetus to remove an individual who 

could potentially make decisions to the detriment of the organisation and employees. 

Employees who rate their supervisors as scoring highly on a measure of corporate 

psychopathy also report higher levels of psychological distress, work-family conflict, and 

lower job satisfaction (Mathieu et al., 2014). That said, in a recent meta-analysis only a weak 
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positive relationship between psychopathy and leadership was found (Landay, Harms, & 

Credé, 2019). However, it remains that one impaired leader could potentially affect many 

employees, depending on the size of the organisation. Given the links between subclinical 

levels of psychopathy and emotional manipulation (Grieve & Mahar, 2010), it would useful 

to examine the potential contribution of psychopathic personality traits to the construct of 

emotional manipulation at work. Additionally, since research examining gender differences 

in subclinical psychopathy is limited, an examination of how gender and psychopathy may 

influence emotional manipulation will elucidate more information concerning both 

constructs.  Individuals high in Machiavellianism are described as status-driven in nature and 

morally disengaged (Christie & Geis, 1970; Gooty, Gavin, Ashkanasy, & Thomas, 2014; 

Moore, Detert, Klebe-Tre; viño, Baker & Mayer, 2012). In the workplace they are more 

likely to value career advancement over the need to feel personally connected to the 

organisation, their supervisor, or other team members (Zettler, Friedrich, & Hilbig, 2011). 

Individuals high in Machiavellianism also assume that other people behave similarly to 

themselves (Christie & Geis, 1970), which might explain why they act in ways to control or 

minimise the perceived power of others (Dahling, Whitaker, & Levy, 2009). Whilst it has 

been found that individuals with more Machiavellian traits are less willing to share 

knowledge at work compared to the normal population (Liu, 2008), it is thought that 

cooperation instead of manipulation may be their preferred method of interacting if it helps 

them progress (Dahling et al., 2009). Emotional manipulation is strongly correlated with 

Machiavellianism (Austin et al., 2007). Exploring the relationship between emotional 

manipulation and Machiavellianism in the workplace could help to build understanding of the 

types of manipulative behaviour that high-Machiavellianism individuals use to achieve their 

goals.  

Individuals who score highly on measures of narcissism can initially be perceived as 
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agreeable and well-adjusted, charismatic (Paulhus, 1998) and opportunistic (Wu & LeBreton, 

2011). They tend to seek leadership roles (Brunell et al., 2008) and are perceived as leaders 

(Brunell et al., 2008; Paunonen, Lönnqvist, Verkasalo, Leikas, & Nissinen, 2006). Whilst 

traits such as agreeableness and charisma may assist an individual to secure a leadership role, 

those scoring high on narcissism are also considered poor performers by others, in contrast to 

their own self-ratings (Judge, LePine, & Rich, 2006). Despite poorer performance, 

individuals who score higher on measures of narcissism can be perceived as having an inner 

source of reassurance in situations where others are feeling uncertain and insecure, probably 

due to their higher levels of self-confidence, which persist despite external influences 

(Nevicka, De Hoogh, Van Vianen, & Ten Velden, 2013). As previously mentioned, 

narcissism is considered the least deviant of the Dark Triad (Kowalski et al., 2016; 

Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013) and is more likely to be associated with higher levels of 

emotional intelligence (Petrides et al., 2011). Therefore, the link between narcissism and 

emotional manipulation may not be as strong compared with Machiavellianism and 

psychopathy, due to narcissists’ lower degree of malevolency. Examining how the Dark 

Triad predicts emotional manipulation across multiple contexts could give insight into the 

degree of malevolency apparent in individuals who score higher on the Dark Triad traits.  

Summary: What we know 

The concept of emotional manipulation arose from an emerging body of literature 

investigating whether people with higher levels of emotional intelligence use their skills 

opportunistically to advance their own interests (Austin et al., 2007; Petrides et al., 2011). 

Within the workplace there has been much research demonstrating the benefits of having 

employees with higher levels of emotional intelligence. However, the darker side of 

emotional intelligence or ‘emotional manipulation’ is a relatively novel concept and research 

in this area is still in the early stages. Overall, global scores of emotional intelligence do not 
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appear to correlate positively with measures of emotional manipulation (Austin et al., 2007). 

However, under certain circumstances, positive associations have been found, for example 

when comparing emotional manipulation to certain sub-factors of emotional intelligence, 

(Nagler et al., 2014; Petrides, 2011), or when controlling for other personality variables such 

as agreeableness (O'Connor & Athota, 2013), or via multivariate suppression in females 

(Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). Existing research has also demonstrated that emotional 

manipulation positively correlates with the darker personality traits, including 

Machiavellianism and psychopathy (e.g., Nagler et al., 2013). Compared with other 

constructs of workplace aggression, emotional manipulation is unique in that it is not defined 

as a hierarchical form of aggression, and also in that the motive of the behaviour (to change 

another’s behaviour to get one’s own way) is explicit within each item of the emotional 

manipulation factor in Austin et al.’s (2007) Emotional Manipulation Scale. 

Gaps in the Current Literature 

Initial research investigating the dark side of emotional intelligence has 

predominantly relied on the Emotional Manipulation factor of Austin et al.’s (2007) 41-item 

emotional manipulation scale, which includes 10 items designed to capture an individual’s 

self-evaluation of their abilities to emotionally manipulate others. However, it has been 

suggested that an individual who indicated an ability to manipulate others may not actually 

be willing to engage in this behaviour (Grieve & Mahar, 2010). In the interests of 

investigating emotional manipulation in the workplace, acquiring knowledge concerning 

those individuals who indicate that they actually engage in emotional manipulation, rather 

than those who specify having the ability only, will provide insight as to how to potentially 

manage this behaviour. Therefore, Question 1 was: Are people who self-report an ability to 

emotionally manipulate others, actually willing to engage in this behaviour? 

Within the context of the workplace, despite anecdotal reports of manipulative 
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behaviours, the body of empirical research investigating this is relatively small and has 

predominantly focussed on corporate psychopathy (Babiak & Hare, 2006). Given that the 

‘dark side of emotional intelligence’ phenomenon is relatively new, the potential influence of 

context is yet to be explored. This gap in the current literature formed the rationale for 

Question 2: Are there differences in the construct of emotional manipulation in the workplace 

compared to the construct of emotional manipulation in day to day behaviours? The potential 

contextual effects that might also influence the patterns of personality characteristics that 

predict emotional manipulation in the workplace formed the rationale for Study 3, which was 

designed to address Question 3: How do emotional intelligence and other malevolent 

personality characteristics predict one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others at 

work?  

As noted earlier, the Australian Workplace Bullying definition remains open to 

interpretation as to what constitutes “unreasonable behaviours”, and it might therefore be 

difficult to confidently classify more subtle behaviours, such as emotional manipulation, as 

meeting the standards for unreasonable behaviour. Therefore, in order to help individuals 

more competently judge the appropriateness of more subtle behaviours, it is of central 

importance to create an evidence-based body of literature, which will help to establish a 

picture of how more subtle behaviours may actually manifest within a workplace, taken from 

the perspective of those who are affected. Hence, Study 4 was undertaken in order to address 

Question 4: What are the experiences of individuals who perceive themselves to be targets of 

emotional manipulation in the workplace? Additionally, gaining insight into the perceived 

motives of individuals who emotionally manipulate others will assist in the clarification of 

both the similarities and the differences between emotional manipulation and existing 

workplace aggression constructs. The final question and associated study arose from the 

findings of Study 5, in particular the target’s perceptions that instigators tend to destabilise 
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existing positive relationships in the workplace. Therefore Question 5 was: Do individuals 

with a tendency to emotionally manipulate others find socially cohesive environments 

threatening? 
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Abstract 

The current study was the first to examine whether someone who believes they have the 

ability to emotionally manipulate others actually engages in emotionally manipulative 

behaviour. This was achieved by a factor analysis of 10 items from Austin et al.’s (2007) 

original emotional manipulation (EM) scale combined with a new scale including the same 

10 items, each modified to capture one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate. In addition 

to completing the emotional manipulation scales, participants (N = 234; 193 females, 41 

males) also completed measures of primary psychopathy, secondary psychopathy and 

emotional intelligence. Two interpretable factors emerged from the factor analysis: trait EM-

perceived ability and trait EM-willingness. Multiple regressions with the new factors as the 

dependent variables revealed that primary psychopathy (callousness, deceitfulness) was a 

predictor of self-reported ability and willingness to emotionally manipulate. However, only 

secondary psychopathy was a significant predictor of willingness, suggesting that those 

without anti-social and impulsive traits are more likely to report an ability to emotional 

manipulate rather than engagement in emotionally manipulative behaviours. Limitations are 

considered. The results suggest that the modified scale may be a more appropriate 

measurement of one being willing to emotionally manipulate others. 

Keywords: Emotional manipulation, emotional intelligence, psychopathy, emotion, 

willingness 
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Introduction 

Emotional manipulation is considered to be the ability to influence another 

individual’s feelings and behaviors for one’s own self-interest or benefit (Austin, Farrelly, 

Black, & Moore, 2007). While one facet of emotional intelligence is emotional management 

(including one’s capability to influence the emotions of others; Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 

2007), most emotional intelligence research has focused on the positive side (i.e., the ability 

to make someone feel better) rather than the darker side (i.e., the ability to make someone 

feel worse). Austin et al.’s (2007) explored this darker side of emotion through development 

of an emotional manipulation scale. Austin et al. found that individuals differ on the extent 

that they self-report their ability to manipulate others. 

Able and Willing  

While Austin et al.’s (2007) scale indicates a person’s perceived ability to manipulate 

the emotions of others, it is not designed to measure their willingness to do so: for example, 

one of the items on the emotional manipulation scale is ‘I can pay someone a compliment to 

get in their good books’. However, it is uncertain whether those who specify they ‘can’ 

emotionally manipulate others ‘do’. Grieve and Panebianco (2013) suggested that Austin et 

al.’s measure might capture trait, rather than ability emotional manipulation. This 

conceptualisation is in line with existing trait–ability emotional intelligence distinctions, with 

trait emotional manipulation reflecting typical, rather than maximal emotional manipulation 

performance. However, given the ethical nature of emotional manipulation, it seems prudent 

to consider whether asking someone what they are able to do to others, rather than what they 

are willing to do to others, may result in some loss of sensitivity. The aim of the current study 

was therefore to delineate for the first time the willingness to emotional manipulate from self-

reported ability to emotionally manipulate.  

Thus, in the current research, in order to investigate individuals’ willingness to 
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emotional manipulate, the items and anchors from Austin et al.’s (2007) original scale were 

modified. For example, ‘‘I know how to make another person feel uneasy’’; was reworded to 

‘How often have you tried to make another person feel uneasy?”, with anchors so that higher 

scores indicate more frequent engagement in emotionally manipulative activities.  

Our research aim was to investigate whether there is a difference in response patterns 

to the original (from Austin et al., 2007) and modified scales in order to establish whether the 

original scale captures people’s willingness to manipulate. This was addressed in two ways. 

Firstly, we investigated the factor structure of the 20 items. We hypothesised that self-

reported willingness to engage in emotional manipulation would emerge as a construct 

distinct (but related) to trait emotional manipulation. The emergence of two factors would 

indicate that the modified version might reflect a more accurate measure of self-report 

emotional manipulation. However, should the original and modified measures represent a 

single factor, Austin et al.’s (2007) original scale could be used in research assessing 

someone’s willingness to emotionally manipulate, as it could be assumed that someone who 

believes they have an ability to emotionally manipulate is fundamentally willing to use it to 

manipulate others. Secondly, we examined the correlates of the two scales in order to identify 

any systematic differences between willingness and self-reported ability. Based on previous 

research examining the predictors of emotional manipulation (Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve 

& Panebianco, 2013), we investigated the role of primary and secondary psychopathy and 

trait emotional intelligence. As this aspect of the study was exploratory in nature, no specific 

patterns of results were predicted. 

Method 

Participants 

The sample (N = 234; 193 females, 41 males) comprised 172 members of the general 

population and 62 students. The mean age of the sample was 32.16 years (SD = 13.1). 
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Materials 

Emotional manipulation. Emotional manipulation was measured using a 10-item 

subscale taken from Austin et al. (2007). A sample item is ‘I know how to make others feel 

uneasy’. Responses were measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = disagree strongly; 5 = agree 

strongly). Previous research has found that the internal reliability of the scale excellent 

(Cronbach’s α = .93; Grieve & Panebianco, 2013) and data from the current study confirmed 

this (α = .89). To measure how often a participant engages in emotional manipulation, 

participants also responded to a modified version of the subscale. The same item in the 

modified scale became ‘I make people feel uneasy’ with participants indicating the frequency 

with which they use each tactic on a 5-point scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Now and then, 3 = 

Monthly, 4 = Weekly and 5 = Daily. Internal reliability of the modified scale was good 

(Cronbach’s α = .81).  

Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence was measured using Schutte et al.’s (1998) 33-item scale. A 

sample item is ‘I am aware of my emotions as I experience them’. Participants responded 

using the anchors 1 = disagree strongly and 5 = agree strongly. Internal reliability for the 

measure was excellent in current sample (α = .91), aligning with previous findings (Schutte et 

al., 1998). 

Psychopathy 

 Psychopathy was measured using Levenson, Kiehl, and Fitzpatrick’s (1995) primary 

(16 items) and secondary (10 items) psychopathy scales. A sample item for primary 

psychopathy is ‘Looking out for myself is my top priority’ and for secondary psychopathy is; 

‘I quickly lose interest in tasks I start’. Participants respond on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = 

disagree strongly; 4 = agree strongly). Previous research has found that the internal reliability 

is excellent (primary psychopathy) and acceptable (secondary psychopathy) (Grieve & 
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Panebianco, 2013). The current research showed similar results, with α = .87 and α = .71 for 

primary and secondary psychopathy respectively. 

Design 

Exploratory factor analysis was conducted to examine item loadings of the original 

and modified versions of the scales, to determine whether the scales represent distinct 

constructs. Two multiple regressions were then conducted to assess the relationship between 

the predictors (primary and secondary psychopathy, and emotional intelligence) and the two 

emotional manipulation measures. Potential order effects were minimised by creating two 

versions of the survey, with one reversing the presentation of the original and modified 

versions of the emotional manipulation scales. 

Procedure 

Ethics approval was obtained. Participants were recruited through posts on social 

networking sites, research participation websites, student noticeboards, and lecture 

announcements. In the advertisement, potential participants were asked to choose one of two 

links which took them to an online survey, where they gave informed consent and completed 

the questions. 

Results 

Exploratory Factor Analysis 

 An exploratory factor analysis using maximum likelihood extraction was conducted 

on items from Austin et al.’s (2007) original scale and the modified emotional manipulation 

scale. The Kaiser–Meyer Olkin measure indicated that the data were appropriate for factor 

analysis (KMO = 0.839). Similarly, Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated that the correlations 

between items was sufficiently high, Χ2 (190) = 2265.45, p < 0.001. The scree plot indicated 

two or three factors above the elbow. A three-factor solution was attempted, but was 
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uninterpretable. Parallel analysis confirmed that a three-factor solution was inappropriate. 

Therefore, two factors were extracted, together explaining 45.9% of the variance.  

Table 3.1 displays factor loading following direct oblimin rotation. The factors were 

correlated at .49 confirming the appropriateness of oblique rotation. One of the items from 

the original scale (‘‘I sometimes pretend to be angrier than I really am about someone’s 

behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in future’’) moved to the factor 

including the modified items. Item loadings suggest that the factors could appropriately be 

labelled as ‘-perceived emotional manipulation ability’ and ‘emotional manipulation 

willingness’. These factors were used in the remaining analyses as the outcome variables. 

The presence of two factors with more than five strongly loading items (>.32) on each was 

evidence that the model was capable of determining significant effects with the number of 

participants included (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 
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Table 3.1 
  

Factor Analysis of Original and Modified Items 
  

 1 2 

I know how to play two people off against each other .807 -.060 

I know how to make another person feel uneasy .801 -.037 

I know how to embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way .794 -.057 

I can make someone feel anxious so that they will act in a particular way .699 .126 

I can use my emotional skills to make others feel guilty .683 .162 

I know how to make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in order 

to stop them from doing it again 
.664 

.071 

I know how to 'wind up' my close family and friends .583 .039 

I am good at reassuring people so that they are more likely to go along with what I say .535 .082 

I can pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' .509 .048 

How often do you pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone's behaviour 

in order to induce them to behave differently in future 
-1.24 .784 

How often do you use emotional skills to make others feel guilty 0.018 .682 

How often do you make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in 

order to stop them from doing it again 
.020 .620 

How often do you use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy .080 .618 

How often do you make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular way .096 .578 

I sometimes pretend to be angrier than I really am about someone's behaviour in order to 

induce them to behave differently in future. 
.174 .489 

How often do you 'wind up' your close family and friends -.135 .413 

How often do you embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way .097 .404 

How often do you pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' .132 .384 

How often do you play two people off against each other .117 .377 

How often do you reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you 

say 
.235 .375 
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Examining Predictors of Emotional Manipulation 

Preliminary analysis revealed a significant difference in gender between the student 

and non-student sample, Χ2 = 7.15, p = .007, with a smaller proportion of men in the student 

sample. The non-student sample were also significantly older that the student sample t(232) = 

4.65, p < 0.001. There were no other differences between measures, including between the 

different orders of the survey. Descriptive statistics were calculated separately for males and 

females as shown in Table 3.2. Males scored significantly higher than females on perceived 

EM ability, t(232) = 4.05, p < 0.001, and emotional manipulation willingness, t(232) = 3.13, 

p = 0.002. Due to these differences, age and gender were entered into the first step of the 

hierarchical regressions as control variables. A post hoc analysis of power (Green, 1991) 

revealed that medium effect sizes could be detected in the multiple regressions with a sample 

size of 108 (i.e., N≥104+m, where m represents the number of independent variables), which 

was met in this study. The correlation matrix is presented in Table 3.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.2    

Descriptive Statistics    

 Female 

Mean (SD) 

Male 

Mean (SD) 

 

p  

Emotional manipulation- perceived ability 28.71(7.51) 32.27(4.43) <.001 

Emotional manipulation-willingness 20.83(5.77) 23.93(5.65) 0.002 

Age 31.75(13.53) 34.10(15.13) 0.39 

Primary psychopathy 25.33(7.37) 27.85(7.01) 0.046 

Secondary psychopathy 19.29(4.63) 20.12(4.07) 0.28 

Emotional Intelligence 123.96(15.22) 120.37(11.49) 0.16 
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Bivariate Correlations        

 EM-PA EM-W Age PP SP EI 

Emotional manipulation- 

perceived ability 

1.00 0.54** 0.03 0.32** 0.12 0.04 

Emotional manipulation-

willingness 

 1.00 -0.10 0.47** 0.36** -.07 

Age   1.00 -0.18** -0.28** 0.11 

Primary psychopathy     1.00 0.44** -0.18** 

Secondary psychopathy     1.00 -0.40** 

Emotional Intelligence       1.00 

Note. EM-PA = emotional manipulation-perceived ability; EM-W = emotional manipulation-

perceived willingness; PP = primary psychopathy; SP = secondary psychopathy; EI = emotional 

intelligence 

**p<.01,***p<.001 

 

Emotional Manipulation-Perceived Ability 

 In the first step, gender and age accounted for 3.6% of the variance in an individual’s 

self-report ability to emotionally manipulate, which was significant, R2 =.036, F(2,231) = 

4.31, p = .014, with a small effect size, ƒ2 = 0.04. Gender was the only significant predictor. 

The addition of emotional intelligence, primary and secondary psychopathy was a significant 

improvement, Fchange (3,228) = 9.51, p < .001. The final model explained 14.3% of the 

variance in emotional manipulation perceived ability, R2 = .143, F(5,228) = 7.62, p < 0.001, a 

Table 3.3       
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medium effect, ƒ2 = 0.17. Higher primary psychopathy and being male predicted perceived 

ability to emotionally manipulate. Table 3.4 shows the full regression. 

Table 3.4 

 

Multiple Regression: Emotional Manipulation- Perceived Ability 

Model   Std. Error Beta t p 

1. Constant 35.432 2.589  13.723 <.001 

 Gender -3.533 1.221 -.187 -2.893 .004 

 Age .011 .034 .021 .322 .748 

2. Constant 17.424 5.996  2.906 .004 

 Gender -2.815 1.175 -.149 -2.395 .017 

 Age .041 .033 .079 1.231 .219 

 Emotional Intelligence .054 .033 .110 1.634 .104 

 Primary psychopathy .318 .067 .325 4.723 <.001 

 Secondary psychopathy .046 .119 .029 .389 .398 

 

Emotional Manipulation-Willingness 

Gender and age accounted for 5.3% of the variance in self-reported willingness to 

emotionally manipulate in the first step. This was significant, R2 = .053, F(2,231) = 6.45, p = 

.002, however only represented a small effect ƒ2 = 0.06. Again, gender was the only 

significant predictor. Emotional intelligence, primary psychopathy and secondary 

psychopathy were added in the next step, significantly improving the model, Fchange(3,228) = 

23.19, p < .001. The final model accounted for 27.4% of the variance in active engagement in 

emotional manipulation, R2 = .274, F(5,228) = 17.24, p < 0.001, a large effect, ƒ2 = 0.38. 
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Being male, with higher levels of primary and secondary psychopathy significantly predicted 

ones willingness to engage in emotional manipulation. Please see Table 3.5 for details. 

 

Table 3.5 

 

Multiple Regression: Emotional Manipulation-Willingness 

Model   Std. Error Beta t p 

1. Constant 28.742 2.087  13.774 <.001 

 Gender -3.209 .987 -.209 -3.521 .001 

 Age -.047 .027 -.111 -1.731 .085 

2. Constant 6.668 4.499  1.482 .140 

 Gender -2.251 .882 -.146 -2.553 .011 

 Age -.006 .025 -.014 -.241 .810 

 Emotional Intelligence .043 .025 .107 1.722 .086 

 Primary psychopathy .290 .050 .364 5.743 <.001 

 Secondary psychopathy .304 .089 .235 3.399 .001 

 

Discussion 

In this study, participants were asked to rate both their beliefs in their ability to 

emotionally manipulate and also give an indication of how often they use a particular 

emotionally manipulative behaviour. Factor analyses of items from both measurements 

suggest a distinction between one’s perceived emotional manipulation ability and one’s 

willingness to emotionally manipulate, and with the two measures correlated at r = .54, it 

would seem that, as predicted, the two aspects of emotional manipulation are conceptually 

related but distinct. Given the nature of the modified items and their relationship with the 
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original items, it seems that the modified scale is a valid and more appropriate measurement 

of one being willing to emotionally manipulate others. 

This is the first study to investigate predictors of attempts to emotionally manipulate 

in direct contrast to one’s perceived ability to emotionally manipulate. The results revealed 

that primary psychopathy predicted one’s self-reported ability to emotionally manipulate, 

consistent with previous research (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013; Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve 

& Panebianco, 2013). Primary psychopathy was also a predictor of one’s willingness to 

engage in emotional manipulation. The role of emotional intelligence was similar in 

predicting both emotional manipulation perceived ability and emotional manipulation 

willingness. Of note, as indicated in prior studies (Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve & 

Panebianco, 2013), emotional intelligence seems to have its effect on emotional manipulation 

via statistical suppression, as its bivariate correlation was low yet it makes a substantial 

contribution in the multivariate model. This suggests that EI accounts for extraneous 

variability in other predictors. 

Interestingly, secondary psychopathy predicted one’s willingness, but not self-

reported ability, to engage in emotional manipulation. As described by Karpman (1948), 

primary psychopathy traits include callousness, tendency to manipulate, and deceitfulness, 

whereas as secondary psychopathy is characterized by anti-social behaviour and impulsivity. 

Mindful of this, the current results suggest that a person might be more likely to engage in 

emotionally manipulative behaviours (for example, winding people up, turning people 

against each other), due to a more impulsive nature and tendency to participate in anti-social 

behaviours. Future studies might consider investigating whether other variables, which have 

previously been linked to trait emotional manipulation such as aggression, ethical position, 

empathy, self-serving thinking styles and social skills (Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve & 

Panebianco, 2013) further differentiate the able from the willing. 
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Limitations and Additional Considerations 

The results indicated that self-reported ability and actual engagement in emotional 

manipulation varies as function of gender, but due to the low numbers of males in the sample, 

investigating individual predictors as a function of gender was not feasible. Although we 

included gender in the first step of the regression as a control variable, the predominantly 

female-based sample means that results of this study should be over-generalised. Future 

studies targeting male samples will facilitate exploration of gender differences in this area.  

For research interested in gauging an estimate of the use of emotional manipulation, 

the preliminary investigation presented here suggests that the willingness scale may be a 

helpful measure. However, as it relies on self-report rather than observed behaviour, it is 

unclear whether willingness to emotionally manipulate equates with emotional manipulation 

success. Including behavioural measures would allow this to be addressed.  

The same participants reported both their emotional manipulation perceived ability 

and willingness. This means that the correlations between the scales could be attributed to 

common method variance or response bias, rather than the actual relationship between the 

constructs. Including sources of information in addition to self-report in future studies should 

address this issue. Also, it should be noted that investigating frequency of emotional 

manipulation in different contexts (e.g., the workplace) would provide additional insight. 

Concluding Remarks 

The current research provides insight into the construct of emotional manipulation 

and how it is operationalised. It would seem judicious to consider the difference between 

self-reported ability and self-reported willingness when investigating this darker and more 

malicious aspect of emotional intelligence. 
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Abstract 

 

This study investigated whether self-reported willingness to emotionally manipulate (EM) 

day-to-day and willingness to manipulate at work are related constructs, by analysing the 

factor structures and relationships of the Trait EM Willingness in General and Work Scale, as 

well as considering gender effects. Respondents (567 employees; 365 females, 199 males, 3 

other) were asked how often they engaged in various manipulative behaviours in day-to-day 

and work contexts. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses analysed split halves of the 

responses. Three factors emerged: Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness, General 

Malicious EM Willingness, and Disingenuousness (items reflecting insincerity and deceit), 

demonstrating a contextual influence on malicious EM. The three-factor structure fitted the 

data well and was reliable, however, discriminant validity was not evident as Work-Related 

and General Malicious EM Willingness were highly correlated. The correlations demonstrate 

the trait-like consistency of malicious manipulation. The model achieved better fit for the 

male data, indicating the superiority of items at measuring EM in males. Endorsement of 

malicious EM at work was higher in males, consistent with the masculine-agentic and 

feminine-communal traits in social role theory. These findings add to understanding of the 

dark side of emotion, and reveal another layer of complexity to this problematic work 

behaviour. 

 Keywords: Emotional manipulation, dark side of emotion, workplace 
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Introduction 

Emotional manipulation (EM) involves influencing another individual's feelings for 

one's own self-interest or benefit (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & Moore, 2007). The emotional 

management of others falls under the sociability factor of trait emotional intelligence (EI) 

(Petrides et al., 2016). While emotional management can be used in beneficial ways (for 

example, making someone feel proud in order to motivate them) (Berkovich & Eyal, 2017), 

emotional manipulation is self-serving and potentially harmful, reflecting the use of EI for 

non-prosocial purposes (Austin, Saklofske, Smith, & Tohver, 2014). EI is a well-established 

predictor of better job performance (O'Boyle, Humphrey, Pollack, Hawver, & Story, 2011). 

For example, individuals with higher EI cope better with work stress (Gooty, Gavin, 

Ashkanasy, & Thomas, 2014). However, there is less research investigating whether more 

emotionally intelligent individuals may use their skills to the detriment of others in the 

workplace; for example, making people feel uneasy or ashamed. The implications of this dark 

side are substantial. In Australia, one third of employees attribute their levels of stress to 

issues in the workplace (Australian Psychological Society 2015). In the U.S., one third of 

employees experience chronic stress at work, with a quarter attributing the stress to 

supervisors and co-workers (American Psychological Association & Harris Interactive, 

2016). 

Within the abundance of research investigating negative workplace behaviours (for 

review see Schilpzand, De Pater, & Erez, 2014), there are examples of behaviour that could 

be classified as EM. For example, two sample items from the widely cited Workplace 

Incivility Scale (Cortina, Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 2001) are ‘making demeaning 

remarks’ and ‘putting people down’. It is probable that a subset of well researched counter-

productive work practices are operational of EM, therefore investigating the nature of EM at 

work may inform the development of sensitive approaches to manage conflict that may take 



 

 

 

 

 

72 

into account employees with deceptive personality characteristics. Initial empirical evidence 

has shown that employees perceive manipulative behaviours to be present in the workplace 

(Berkovich & Eyal, 2017). In that study, teachers were asked to measure their school 

principal's willingness to manipulate. Teachers who perceived being manipulated 

in a negative manner also self-reported higher levels of negative affect. It is clear that 

investigating willingness to EM in the workplace warrants further attention. 

Operationalising Emotional Manipulation: Willing and Able to Manipulate at Work  

There is some uncertainty about whether people who have the ability to manipulate 

others are willing to actually engage in EM (Hyde & Grieve, 2014) perhaps due to their 

ethical principles (Grieve & Mahar, 2010) or agreeableness (O'Connor & Athota, 2013). 

Hyde and Grieve (2014) therefore refined items from Austin et al. (2007) to delineate one's 

willingness to manipulate from one's ability, by asking participants how often they behaved 

in emotionally manipulative ways (‘How often have you tried to make someone feel 

uneasy?’), rather than their ability to emotionally manipulate others (‘I know how to make 

another person feel uneasy’). The use of the willingness paradigm overcomes the limitations 

of asking people to self-report on an ability (Hyde & Grieve, 2014). However, the existing 

willingness items are not context-specific. To measure EM in daily life and at work in the 

current study, participants were instructed to consider ‘How often do you engage in each of 

the following in your daily life?’ and respond accordingly on each item. Then, to include 

explicit identification of the workplace, participants were asked to respond to the same items 

again, however, with the instructions ‘How often do you engage in each of the following AT 

WORK?’. 

Research Aims 

 Using the existing EM willingness items (Hyde & Grieve, 2014) as well as newly 

developed items assessing EM willingness at work, this study's primary aim was to assess an 
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individual's willingness to manipulate others at work and in their day-to-day life. A factor 

analysis of the items would provide insight into the stability of the behavior across contexts. 

If items load on to a single factor, it could be inferred that context does not affect willingness 

to manipulate, suggesting EM acts more as a personality trait. On the other hand, a contextual 

influence on the behaviour could be inferred if the items split between work and life in 

general. Due to the exploratory nature of this aim, specific predictions were not made. 

The second aim of the study was to test the factor structure of Trait EM Willingness 

in General and at Work scale which emerged from the exploratory factor analysis (EFA), 

using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). As EM has previously been shown to differ as a 

function of gender (e.g., Grieve & Panebianco, 2013), separate CFAs were conducted for 

males and females. Again, due to the exploratory nature of this study, no hypotheses were 

formulated. 

Method 

 Participants 

Australian employees (N = 567; 365 females, 199 males, 3 other) participated. The 

mean sample age was 29.12 years (SD = 12.72). Percentages of participants within each age 

group were as follows: 18–29 (62.2%), 30–39 (15.5%), 40–64 (20.6%) and over 65 (1.1%). 

Individuals reported working full time (N =145), part time (144), casual (237), and other (41) 

with one third of the sample identifying as managers. Participants included members of the 

general population (N = 118), undergraduate students employed while studying (N = 383), 

and 66 Australian Microworkers. Microworkers are a demographically diverse group that 

provide valid psychological data (Crone & Williams, 2017). 

Analytical Approach  
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The dataset was randomly split for inclusion in either the EFA or the CFA, analysed 

with SPSS v23 and AMOS v23. First, the EFA was conducted on the items of the Trait EM 

Willingness in General and at Work scale. Factors were labelled based on item loadings. 

Second, CFA tested the stability of the factor structure emerging from the EFA. Factors were 

initially set to correlate prior to model refinement. In step 2, items loading<0.60 on to a factor 

were considered redundant and removed. In step 3, error terms with covariances larger than 

20 were covaried. Factor validity was tested for gender variations. For each step, model 

fitness was assessed using chi-square/df, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index 

(TLI), Standard root-mean square residual (SRMR), and the root-mean-square error of 

approximation (RMSEA). After evaluating the model fit, construct reliability (CR) for 

convergent validity and average variance extracted (AVE) and maximum 

shared value (MSV) for discriminant validity was calculated (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The 

reliability of items in each factor was examined using Cronbach's α. 

Materials 

Trait EM willingness in general and at work. Everyday EM willingness was 

measured using Hyde and Grieve's (2014) adaptation of Austin et al.'s (2007) 10-item scale. 

A sample item is ‘In general, how often do you embarrass someone to stop them behaving in 

a particular way?’ with participants indicating the frequency on a five point scale: 1 = Never, 

2 = Now and then, 3 = Monthly, 4 = Weekly, and 5 = Daily. Internal reliability was good for 

the current study (Cronbach's α = 0.83), consistent with previous findings (Hyde & Grieve, 

2014). 

Participants then completed a modified version of the everyday EM willingness scale, 

assessing their willingness to manipulate others at work. A sample item is ‘At work, how 

often do you reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you say?’ 

Internal reliability of the scale was very good in the current study (Cronbach's α = 0.87). 
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Procedure 

 After obtaining ethical approval, participants were recruited through posts on social 

networking and research participation sites, weekly emailed bulletins from the University 

Alumni, and lecture announcements. The survey was online and anonymous. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics  

Between 0.5 and 5% of participants reported daily use of some forms of EM in both 

contexts. Between 1 and 17% of participants reported weekly use of various types of EM in 

daily life, compared with one and 11% at work. The majority of participants reported 

manipulating others ‘never’ or ‘now and then’. The mean scores on EM behaviours indicated 

that both genders manipulate more in general than at work, and that males manipulate more 

than females across the majority of the items (please see Supplementary material for 

frequency and mean comparison tables). There was no effect of job status (e.g., part-time vs. 

full-time) on manipulative behaviours F(7) = 1.393, p = 0.205. Managers were more likely to 

manipulate others at work t (565) = 3.605, p < 0.001. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis  

An EFA (maximum likelihood) was conducted (n = 306; 200 females, 105 males, 1 

other). The Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure indicated that the data were appropriate for factor 

analysis (0.873). Bartlett's test of sphericity revealed that the correlations between items were 

sufficiently high, χ2(190) = 3450.11, p < 0.001. The scree plot suggested three or four factors 

above the elbow, and four Eigenvalues were above 1. Both three- and four-factor solutions 

were attempted, with the three-factor solution revealing a more parsimonious result. Three 

factors were extracted, together explaining 57.71% of variance. The factor loadings were 

greater than .32 for all the items, and two factors had more than five items each, indicating a 

reliable model and an adequate sample size to detect significant effects (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
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2013; Wang et al., 2013). 

The first factor, named Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness (F1), included items 

more malevolent in nature, for example, making people feel uneasy in the workplace. This 

factor could be considered analogous to the mood-worsening factor of the Managing the 

Emotions of Others Scale (MEOS) (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013). Items that loaded onto the 

second factor were insincere, for example, complimenting and reassuring others for self-gain. 

The factor, subsequently labelled Disingenuousness (F2), could be considered analogous to 

the inauthentic factor of the MEOS. The final factor, General Malicious EM Willingness (F3) 

encompassed the same items as Work-Related Malicious EM, however applied to daily life. 

Please see supplementary material for item loadings and correlations between factors. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis  

Table 4.1 shows the CFA item loadings on to the three factors emerging from the 

EFA for the male (n = 94) and female (n = 165) samples combined (aggregate sample) and 

separately. Table 4.2 reports the Goodness-of-Fit indicators for the original correlated model, 

the model following the removal of items loading at less than<0.60 to the corresponding 

factor and the model following the covariance of error terms. For the aggregate sample, 

Model 1 is the original correlated model and Model 2 depicts the metrics following removal 

of items with low correlations to their parent factor. For F1, the items removed were 

EMwork5. For F3, the items removed were: EMgen1, 3 and 5 and EMwork3. Model 3 

presents the Goodness-of-Fit metrics following the co-variation of errors. Within F2, two 

pairs of error terms were covaried due to covariances of 29.048 (e9 and e10) and 35.513 (e8 

and e10). That is, both EMwork8 and EMwork9 were covaried with EMgen8. 

For females, the model fit statistics for the correlated factor structure are also included 

in Table 4.2 (Model 4). Items EMgen1, 3, 4, 5, 10 and EMwork3 and 5 were removed due to 

factor item loadings lower than 0.60 (Model 5) and Emwork8 was covaried with EMgen8. At 
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work the highest loading item was EMwork9 (reassure people so that they are more likely to 

go along with what you say). For males, after running the original correlated factor structure 

(Model 7), EMwork3 and 5, and EMgen1, 3 and 5 were removed (Model 8). Covarying was 

not required. EMwork6 (use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty) was the highest 

loading item. 

The factor correlations of the final models from the aggregate (Model 3), female 

(Model 6), and male samples (Model 8) are presented in Table 4.3, along with the means and 

standard deviations of each averaged scale. Within the aggregate sample, independent sample 

tests revealed males scored significantly higher on F1, t(257) = 2.214, p = 0.028; and 

similarly to females on F2 and F3 respectively t(257) = 1.717, p = 0.087; t(257) = 1.415, p = 

0.158. 
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Table 4.1      

Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results of Final Pathways for Aggregate Sample (n = 261), Females (165) and Males (94) and Other (2) 

Factor  Item code Item name Total Females Males 

1. Work-Related Malicious 

EM Willingness 

EMwork2 Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy  0.83 .83 .89 

 EMwork1 Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way 0.73 .73 .71 

 EMwork4 Make someone feel ashamed about something they have done in 

order to stop them from doing it again 

0.82 .67 .92 

 EMwork6 Use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty 0.83 .73 .94 

 EMwork7 Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular 

way 

0.82 .70 .88 

 EMwork10 Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s 

behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in the 

future 

0.75 .60 .81 

 EMwork5 ‘Wind up’ your colleagues 0.51* .46* .57* 

2. Disingenuousness  EMwork8 Pay someone compliments to get in their ‘good books’ 0.67*** .54*** .81 

 EMwork9 Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what 

you say 

0.86*** .75 .56* 
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 EMgen8 Pay someone compliments to get in their ‘good books’ 0.80*** .62*** .86 

 EMgen9 Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what 

you say 

0.84 .95 .84 

3. General Malicious EM 

Willingness 

EMgen3 Play two people off against each other .58* .49* .56* 

 EMgen2 Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy 0.75 .69 .81 

 EMgen6 Use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty 0.75 .70 .83 

 EMgen7 Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular 

way 

.82 .76 .87 

 EMgen4 Make someone feel ashamed about something they have done in 

order to stop them from doing it again 

0.65 .55* .75 

 EMgen1 Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way .57* .53* .57* 

 EMgen5 ‘Wind up’ your close family and friends .44* .42* .46* 

 EMgen10 Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s 

behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in the 

future 

0.66 .55* .80 

 EMwork3 Play two people off against each other .57** .38** .67** 

*Omitted in step 2 or 3 due to low correlation with parent factor 

**Omitted in step 2 as loading was nonsensical  

***Covaried 
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Table 4.2        

Goodness-of-Fit Indicators for Trait EM Willingness in General and at Work 

Model Χ2 df CMIN 

Χ2/df 

RMSEA 

 

CFI SRMR TLI 

Aggregate          

M1 719.318 167 4.307 .113 .829 .0688 .806 

M2 347.406 87 3.993 .107 .899 .0514 .878 

M3 260.707 85 3.067 .089 .932 .0467 .915 

Females         

M4 593.234 167 3.552 .125 .733 .0870 .697 

M5 263.445 62 4.249 .141 .821 .0763 .775 

M6 203.499 61 3.336 .119 .873 ,0698 .838 

Males         

M7 462.836 167 2.771 .138 .820 .0806 .795 

M8 193.201 101 1.913 .099 .929 .0599 .916 

Aggregate 

(2 factors) 

       

M9 795.558 169 4.707 .119 .806 .0734 .782 

M10 422.522 89 4.747 .120 .870 .0640 .847 

M11 310.380 85 3.652 .101 .912 .0596 .892 
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A variety of model fit indices were used to test the model fit and are presented in 

Table 4.4 alongside the corresponding cut-offs based on Hu and Bentler (1999). Model fit 

values indicating good model fit for the aggregate sample included the CFI, TLI, SRMR and 

the RMSEA. The chi square/df was only a little above the criterion for a good fit (< 3). In 

summary, the fit of the model could be considered acceptable. For the final female model 

(Model 6), the chi-square/df, and the SNMR met the threshold values for a good model and 

the chi-square/df and CFI were permissible. In contrast, the final male model met all the 

criteria for an acceptable fit.  

  

Table 4.3    

Correlations amongst CFA Factors, and Means and Standard Deviations for Average Scales 

 Aggregate Sample Females Males 

 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 

Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness -   -   -   

Disingenuousness .55 -  .47 -  .52 -  

General Malicious EM Willingness .88 .67 - .92 .65 - .87 .72 - 

Cronbach's α .91 .87 .85 .84 .84 .80 .94 .90 .90 

Mean 1.40 2.15 1.63 1.33 2.08 1.51 1.51 2.28 1.70 

SD .62 .91 .63 .50 .83 .58 .79 .79 .75 
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Table 4.4     

Goodness-of-Fit Metrics versus Cut-Offs for the Two- and Three-Factor Models 

  Aggregate Sample Females Males 

Measure Threshold 3-Factor 2-Factor 3-Factor Model 

Chi-Square/df <3 good, <5 sometimes permissible 3.067 3.652 3.336 1913 

CFI >.95 great, >.90 traditional, >.80 sometimes permissible .932 .912 .873 .929 

TLI >90 acceptable fit; >.95 good .915 .892 .838 .916 

SRMR <.09 .046 .0596 .0698 .0599 

RMSEA <.05 good, .05 - .1 moderate, >.1 bad .089 .101 .119 .099 
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Reliability and convergent-divergent validity statistics were performed on the 

aggregate sample (Table 4.5). Reliability is demonstrated if the composite reliability of each 

of the constructs is >0.7. The convergent reliability values reveal a reliable factor structure. 

Convergent validity measures how well each item correlates with its parent factor and is 

established if the AVE for each is factor is >0.05 (Hair, 2010). Values for each of the 

constructs were >0.05 indicating that the factors were well explained by the observed 

variables. 

 

Table 4.5    

Correlations, Convergent-Divergent Validity and Reliability Statistics for Aggregate 

Sample (n=261) 

 F1 F2 F3 

Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness -   

Disingenuousness .55 -  

General Malicious EM Willingness .88 .67 - 

Alpha .911 .871 .847 

MSV .766 .453 .766 

AVE .640 .636 .532 

CR .914 .874 .850 

 

To establish divergent validity, or the extent to which factors are unrelated, it is 

necessary to show that the MSV < AVE for each construct and that the square root of AVE is 

greater than inter-construct correlations (Hair, 2010). For both F1 and F3, the MSV was not 

less than the AVE, and their AVE's square rooted were less than the absolute of the 
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correlations with another factor. The correlation between willingness to manipulate at work 

(F1) and in daily life (F3) was 0.88, indicating that the relationship between the factors is not 

distinct. The findings suggested that it could be possible to collapse factors F1 and F3 into 

one factor. The results are presented in Table 4.2. The same procedure was followed whereby 

Model 10 represents the fit of the model with poor loading items subtracted, and Model 11 

with error terms covaried. The chi-square/df for the final two-factor solution was 3.652, 

compared to 3.067 for the three-factor solution, which was not significantly different t(1) = 

11.485, p = 0.055. Goodness-of-Fit indicators were also comparable (Table 4.4). The findings 

suggest the two-factor model is as valid as the three-factor model. 

Discussion 

 

This study was the first to examine the nomological nature of Trait Willingness EM in 

both day-to-day and workplace settings. As stated in the first aim, if the items split across 

more than one factor based on whether manipulation occurs in the workplace or in general, a 

contextual influence could be inferred. In support of this, malicious forms of EM loaded on to 

separate factors along contextual lines. The EFA also revealed that insincerity and deceit 

clearly separated from overtly malicious methods of manipulation. This separation mirrors 

previous findings. For example, separate mood worsening and inauthentic factors of the 

MEOS have been identified (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013; Austin et al., 2014). Importantly 

(unlike malicious manipulation), the disingenuous factor in the current study included both 

work-related and day-to-day EM, indicating that context does not influence these deceptive 

tactics. The high error terms between sets of items within this factor further supports the 

redundancy of context. 

This study also aimed to confirm any factor structure emerging from the EFA through 

CFA on a separate dataset. The Goodness-of-Fit metrics indicated that the three-factor model 
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fit was considered good for the male and female samples combined. The reliability and 

convergent validity of the three-factor model was also demonstrated. The high correlations 

between Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness and General Malicious EM Willingness 

meant that divergent validity could not be established, however a two-factor model did not 

prove to be a superior fit of the data. Generalising malicious behaviour across contexts by 

using the two-factor model could lead to a potential loss of knowledge in this domain. For 

example, there may be something unique about Work EM that has not been captured fully 

with existing tools. Therefore, it is advised that future studies use the three-factor model. 

  The high correlation between the Work-Related and General Malicious EM 

Willingness is likely because their respective items are tapping into the same personality trait. 

That is, certain individuals have a predisposition to act manipulatively. This supports Grieve 

and Panebianco's (2013) proposal that self-reported EM might be best conceptualised as trait 

EM, and is also in line with suggestions that self-report EI questionnaires are in fact measures 

of trait EI (e.g., Petrides, 2011). 

Our data showed that endorsement of EM was higher in males than females for day-

to-day and work EM, and at an item level, which is in line with research findings that males 

score higher on day-to-day EM Willingness (Hyde & Grieve, 2014) and conceptually related 

constructs, such as Machiavellianism (March, Grieve, Marrington, & Jonason, 2017). 

However, examination of the gender differences at the factor level revealed males only 

scored higher than females on malicious EM at work, indicating the three-factor model may 

be more sensitive at detecting gender differences in EM behaviours. Higher levels of 

malicious manipulation in men at work compared to females lends support to the social role 

theory of sex differences, whereby agentic traits (e.g., dominance, assertiveness) are 

characteristic of men, whereas communal traits (e.g., kindness and sensitivity) are more 

characteristic of females (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). 
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There was good support for the three-factor model in the male sample, compared with 

females. Item loadings were also consistently higher in males, indicating that the items reflect 

EM-Willingness better for males than females. The highest loading item on the EM 

Willingness trait at work for males was malicious ‘making others feel guilty’, compared to 

disingenuous ‘reassuring someone to get your own way’ for females, consistent again with 

the agentic-communal gender distinction in social role theory. The presence of guilt inducing 

behaviour or acts of reassurance may help to discern whether an employee is manipulative or 

not. 

Manipulative behaviour may have negative implications on work practices designed 

to address workplace conflict. Often the goal of such practices, such as mediation, are to 

reach fair outcomes for affected parties. Deceptive behaviour during such processes will 

likely render them ineffective. In fact, fair situations have been demonstrated to trigger 

manipulative behaviour in individuals scoring high on Machiavellianism, a related construct 

to EM (Badawy, Brouer, & Fabrizio, 2018). 

During model refinement, five items were deleted: ‘wind up people up in general/at 

work’, ‘playing two people off against each other in general/at work’, and ‘embarrassing 

people in general’. The term ‘winding up’ is potentially ambiguous and could refer to playful 

banter, but also purposeful irritation. Playing people against each other might be 

manipulative, but this item does not explicitly address emotion. Both items were omitted 

from Austin and O'Donnell's (2013) MEOS. It is unclear why asking people if they embarrass 

others in order to get what they want loaded on the work but not day-to-day malicious EM 

factor, but does point to a contextual influence that warrants investigation, perhaps through a 

more descriptive qualitative approach. 

Limitations and Future Directions 
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While this study aimed to overcome limitations of self-report of EM ability by 

assessing willingness, it remains that an individual who is willing to ‘make someone feel 

uneasy’ may not succeed in creating feelings of unease. To investigate participant insight, it 

would helpful to compare self-report data to independently rated behavioural observations. 

Alternatively, future studies might consider use of 360° reporting (Peter, Thi, & Rada, 2011) 

or qualitative methods. 

Relatedly, frequency-based items might reflect differences in opportunities 

to manipulate in general compared to at work, which may explain why endorsement of EM 

was lower at work for both genders. Someone working independently would presumably 

have less EM opportunities than someone in a large team. As this study found, power 

differentials between managers and staff might also influence opportunity to engage in EM. 

Measuring and controlling for opportunity in future studies is therefore advised. The sample 

predominantly comprised young adults employed in part-time or casual roles, somewhat 

limiting generalisability to the general workforce. Future research should attempt to recruit a 

broader sample. 

The data showed a similar pattern to the MEOS (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013), with 

malicious and disingenuous manipulation loading separately. An important next step in 

research will be to examine discriminant validity of the current items with the MEOS. 

Similarly, the incremental validity of the work-related EM items over similar constructs (e.g., 

Machiavellianism) could also be ascertained. Finally, the items loading on to each factor 

were not equally reliable for females and males, and item loadings were weaker for females. 

The gender differences found here highlight the importance of doing similar analyses with 

conceptually related scales such as the MEOS, which may reveal items that are more 

conceptually related to EM behaviour in females. 

There was sufficient power in the exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor 
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analysis model with the male and female sample combined (N>200; Curran et al., 2002). 

However, the gender stratified confirmatory factor analysis models included sample sizes less 

than 200 (Female=165, Males=94) which may have affected the accuracy of the models. 

Although the sample sizes could be considered small, each factor had more than 3 items, which 

reduces the chance of improper solutions (Kline, 2016). 

Concluding Comments 

This study explored the nature of EM Willingness in day-to-day and work life. While 

EM was not widely endorsed on a regular basis, the potential harm one manipulative 

employee may cause is easily foreseen. We conclude that one's willingness to manipulate 

others maliciously has trait-like qualities, but that subtle contextual differences exist, needing 

investigation using the three-factor model. The consistency of this behaviour across different 

settings presents a challenge for workplaces. When manipulative behaviour is suspected, it 

may be prudent to be aware that manipulation at work can be achieved through both overt 

(malevolent) and covert (disingenuous) means.  
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Appendix A 

 

Supplementary Information for Study 2 (Chapter 4) 

 

Table 4-A1    

Mean (SD) Scores on Emotional Manipulation Behaviours in General and Work in Total and on the Item Level for Females (N =165) and 

Males (N = 94) using CFA Sample Data 

 Females Males p 

EM at work 1.50(.47) 1.67(.75) <.001 

EM in general 1.70(.50) 1.85(.69 .008 

p <.001 <.001  

    

EMgen1 1.30(.51) 1.53(.74) <.001 

EMgen2 1.48(.68) 1.63(.78) .046 

EMgen3 1.22(.52) 1.45(.75) <.001 

EMgen4 1.66(.69) 1.77(.92) .013 

EMgen5 2.26(1.17) 2.34(1.27) .256 

EMgen6 1.78(.87) 1.80(.92) .500 

EMgen7 1.28(.59) 1.47(.80) <.001 

EMgen8 2.16(.96) 2.23(1.16) .025 
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EMgen9 2.09(.96) 2.45(1.16) .003 

EMgen10 1.75(.84) 1.86(1.00) .193 

EMwork1 1.23(.57) 1.40(.75) .001 

EMwork2 1.30(.59) 1.40(.72) .019 

EMwork3 1.19(.48) 1.45(.82) <.001 

EMwork4 1.39(.67) 1.62(1.03) <.001 

EMwork5 1.71(1.03) 1.78(1.10) .745 

EMwork6 1.45(.75) 1.57(1.00) .018 

EMwork7 1.28(.56) 1.47(.88) <.000 

EMwork8 2.12(1.05) 2.12(1.14) .073 

EMwork9 1.95(1.06) 2.23(1.16) .184 

EMwork10 1.34(.64) 1.59(.95) .000 
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Table 4-A2       

Frequency of EM (%) at Work and in Daily Life using CFA Sample Data      

Daily Life 

 
Never 

Now 

and then 
Monthly Weekly Daily 

1 Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way 67.0 28.4 3.4 1.1  

2.Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy 58.6 29.5 11.1 0.8  

3.Play two people off against each other 75.5 20.3 2.3 1.5 .4 

4.Make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in order to stop them from doing it 

again 
44.4 46.4 4.6 4.2 0.4 

5.'Wind up' your close family and friends 30.3 37.5 10.3 16.9 5 

6.Use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty 42.9 42.9 7.7 5.4 1.1 

7.Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular way 73.6 20.7 2.7 3.1  

8.Pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' 25.3 47.1 14.6 9.2 3.8 

9.Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you say 24.5 46.4 14.9 14.9 3.4 

10.Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s behaviour in order to induce them to behave 

differently in future. 
45.2 37.9 11.1 4.6 1.1 

At work      

1 Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way 77.4 18.4 2.3 1.1 0.8 
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2.Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy 73.6 20.3 4.6 1.5  

3.Play two people off against each other 78.9 15.3 4.2 1.1 .4 

4.Make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in order to stop them from doing it 

again 
66.7 24.5 4.6 2.7 1.5 

5.'Wind up' your colleagues  54.8 29.9 5.7 5.7 3.8 

6.Use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty 65.9 24.5 5.4 2.3 1.9 

7.Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular way 74.3 18.8 4.6 1.9 .4 

8.Pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' 29.9 43.3 11.9 11.5 3.4 

9.Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you say 37.9 35.6 13.4 9.6 3.4 

10.Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s behaviour in order to induce them to behave 

differently in future. 
70.5 19.5 6.5 3.1 .4 
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Table 4-A3    

Exploratory Factor Analysis Item Loadings of Trait EM Willingness in General and at Work (N = 306) 

 1 2 3 

Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy (work) .821 .093 .044 

Make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in order to stop them from doing it again (work) .798 -.061 -.029 

Use use emotional skills to make others feel guilty (work) .724 -.081 -.032 

Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way (work) .807 .078 .012 

Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular way (work) .601 -.052 .146 

Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in future 

(work) 

.531 -.298 .007 

'Wind up' your colleagues (work) .448 -.029 .087 

Pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' (work) -.076 -.892 .006 

Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you say (work) .274 -.783 -.147 

Pay someone compliments to get in their 'good books' (daily life) -.092 -.681 .244 

Reassure people so that they are more likely to go along with what you say (daily life) .067 -.649 .210 

Play two people off against each other (daily life) -.119 -.054 .747 

Use your emotional skills to make another person feel uneasy (daily life) .101 .017 .703 

Use your emotional skills to make others feel guilty (daily life) -.011 -.079 .630 

Make someone feel anxious so they would behave in a particular way (daily life) .238 .116 .594 

Make someone feel ashamed about something that they have done in order to stop them from doing it again (daily life) .195 -.005 .515 

Embarrass someone to stop them behaving in a particular way (daily life) .249 .060 .493 

'Wind up' your close family and friends (daily life) -.029 -.010 .445 

Pretend to be angrier than you really were about someone’s behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in future 

(daily life) 

.021 -.203 .443 

Play two people off against each other (work) .271 -.092 .337 
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Table 4-A4    

Correlations amongst EFA Factor Scores 

 Work-Related Malicious EM Willingness Disingenuousness General Malicious EM Willingness 

F1 1 -.313 .588 

F2  1 -.438 

F3   1 
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Chapter 5: Study 3 

 

 

 

 

The Dark Side of Emotional Intelligence: The Role of Gender and the Dark Triad in 

Emotional Manipulation at Work 
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Abstract 

This study investigated people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others maliciously 

and disingenuously in the workplace. It also examined the role of gender, emotional 

intelligence, and the Dark Triad traits in this destructive behaviour. A sample of employees 

(N = 765; 581 females, 184 males) from varying occupations completed measurements of 

emotional manipulation willingness in the workplace, emotional intelligence, and the Dark 

Triad.T-tests revealed that females were significantly less likely than males to engage in both 

malicious and disingenuous emotional manipulation. In bivariate correlations, higher levels 

of emotional intelligence were associated with disingenuous emotional manipulation in 

females only. Emotional intelligence was also a significant contributor to disingenuous 

emotional manipulation in multiple regression analysis, indicating the existence of a ‘dark 

side to emotional intelligence’ at work. In females, the magnitude of correlations (small to 

moderate) between the Dark Triad traits and both forms of emotional manipulation were 

similar. In males, both forms of emotional manipulation most strongly correlated with 

Machiavellianism, followed by narcissism, then psychopathy. This study is the first to 

demonstrate that good emotional intelligence skills can facilitate undesirable workplace 

behaviours. Emotional manipulation is elevated in males with a relentless drive to achieve 

goals, and in females with broader deceptive tendencies. 

Keywords: Emotional manipulation, Dark Triad, emotional intelligence, workplace 
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Highlights 

What is already known about this topic 

-Employees report using both malicious and/or disingenuous forms of emotional 

manipulation. 

-The Dark Triad is associated with people’s ability to emotionally manipulate others. 

-Malevolent personality predictors of emotional manipulation differ as a function of gender.  

 

What this topic adds 

-The current study is the first to assess people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others 

in a workplace context.  

-This study is the first to find a direct positive link between emotional intelligence and 

disingenuous types of emotionally manipulative behaviours at work. 

-Trait psychopathy is weakly associated with both forms of emotional manipulation in males 

only.  
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Introduction 

Emotional manipulation has been defined as the act of influencing another 

individual’s feelings and behaviours for one’s own self-interest or benefit (Austin, Farrelly, 

Black, & Moore, 2007). It has been proposed that emotional manipulation is a representation 

of the darker side of emotional intelligence (Austin et al., 2007), as one aspect of trait 

emotional intelligence is a self-reported ability to manage the emotions of others (Petrides, 

Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). High emotional intelligence is a well-established predictor of 

better job performance (O'Boyle, Humphrey, Pollack, Hawver, & Story, 2011) and 

individuals with higher levels of emotional intelligence cope better with stressful events at 

work (Gooty, Gavin, Ashkansay, & Thomas, 2014). Whilst there is an abundance of research 

examining the positive outcomes of high levels of emotional intelligence at work, the 

potential for individuals to use their emotional intelligence for nefarious purposes at work has 

not been fully explored.  

In the workplace, emotional manipulation is relatively common. In Australia, where 

the current research was conducted, up to 30 per cent of employees report using malicious 

emotional manipulation tactics, while 70 per cent engage in some form of malicious 

emotional manipulation (Hyde & Grieve, 2018). People who report high levels of bullying 

are likely to have poor mental health, which could be linked to higher rates of absenteeism 

(Magee, Gordon, Robinson, Caputi, & Oades, 2017). Given the nefarious nature of emotional 

manipulation, it is important to expand our understanding of how it operates within the 

workplace. The research presented here is the first to examine the roles that emotional 

intelligence, gender and malevolent personality traits play in the act of emotional 

manipulation at work. In contrast to previous research which assessed people’s self-reported 

ability to emotionally manipulate others (e.g., Austin et al., 2007), the current study measured 
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people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others, in terms of the frequency with which 

they did so.   

The Dark Side of Emotional Intelligence: Emotional Manipulation 

To ascertain whether emotional manipulation can be characterised as the ‘dark side of 

emotional intelligence’, the degree to which emotional intelligence is associated with 

measures of emotional manipulation has been investigated. One such measure of people’s 

willingness to emotionally manipulate others includes two types of emotional manipulation: 

malicious (e.g., making another person feel guilty) and disingenuous (e.g., reassuring 

someone so they are more likely to go along with what you say) (Hyde & Grieve, 2018). 

These factors resemble the Inauthentic and Worsen factors of the Managing the Emotions of 

Others Scale (MEOS) (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013). 

 Austin and O’Donnell (2013) reported weak negative associations between emotional 

intelligence and both the Worsen and Inauthentic factors of the MEOS, which contrasts with 

research finding that higher levels of emotional intelligence positively predict emotional 

manipulation (Grieve & Maher, 2010; Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). The true relationship 

between emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation is likely more complex, with 

other research showing agreeableness moderates the relationship between both constructs 

(Austin & Vahle, 2016; O'Connor, & Athota, 2013). More specifically, the negative 

relationship between emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation weakens if an 

individual is less agreeable. The potential influence of context has yet been explored in the 

‘dark side of emotional intelligence’ literature, and is therefore one impetus for the current 

study.  

Emotional Manipulation and the Dark Triad 

 One component of the research into workplace bullying focusses on the personality 

characteristics and associated behaviours of those who bully others. For example, subclinical 
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levels of the Dark Triad traits (psychopathy, Machiavellianism and narcissism) are regularly 

implicated in different forms of bullying and are known to adversely affect organisational 

outcomes (Furnham, Richards, & Paulhus, 2013). The three aversive personality styles share 

a core feature of callous manipulation, but have distinguishing characteristics. 

Machiavellianism is a personality trait which describes goal-driven individuals who have a 

cynical and amoral approach to interacting with others (see Christie & Geis, 1970). 

Narcissism is a complex personality construct with core features of self-importance and 

entitlement, but with grandiose and vulnerable aspects which can be delineated on a spectrum 

(see Krizan & Herlache, 2017). The Dark Triad includes the grandiose variant of narcissism 

and measures the extent to which an individual craves and seeks admiration and prestige 

(Furnham et al., 2013). Traits reflecting psychopathy include lack of empathy, 

exploitativeness, superficiality and egocentrism (Cleckley, 1941).  

At a correlational level, those who score high on Machiavellianism, narcissism and 

psychopathy rate themselves as more able to emotionally manipulate others using mood 

worsening (e.g., criticising others) and inauthentic strategies (e.g., flattery and sulking) 

compared to those with lower scores (Austin, Saklofske, Smith, & Tohver, 2014). In 

regression analyses, higher levels of psychopathy emerge as the strongest predictors of one’s 

ability to emotionally manipulate others using mood worsening strategies and inauthentic 

displays (Austin et al. 2014). More specific to the workplace, psychopathy traits correlate 

with the adoption of ‘hard’ tactics (e.g., threat of punishment and manipulation of people and 

situations), narcissism traits correlate with ‘softer’ tactics (promise of reward and 

ingratiation) and highly Machiavellian individuals will employ both hard and soft tactics 

(Jonason, Slomski, & Partyka, 2012). The finding that individuals high in narcissism are less 

likely to adopt more aggressive tactics than their Dark Triad counterparts is in line with 

findings that antagonistic behaviours are more central to the personality constructs of 
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Machiavellianism and psychopathy (e.g., Vize, Collison, Miller, & Lynam, 2018). Indeed, in 

contrast to Machiavellianism and psychopathy, narcissism correlates positively with trait 

emotional intelligence (Nagler, Reiter, Furtner, & Rauthmann; 2014; Petrides, Vernon, 

Schermer, & Veselka, 2011, Szabó & Bereczkei, 2017).  

Being male is a consistent predictor of both one’s ability to emotional manipulate 

(e.g., Grieve, March, & Van Doorn, 2019; Hyde & Grieve, 2014) and willingness to 

maliciously emotionally manipulate others at work (Hyde & Grieve, 2018). Despite the 

findings demonstrating links between emotional manipulation, emotional intelligence and 

darker personality traits, much of the previous research has used gender as a control variable. 

Subsequently it is difficult to establish the influence of gender on the associations between 

malevolent personality traits, emotional intelligence and emotionally manipulative 

behaviours. Therefore, alongside examining the context of the workplace, a key component 

of this study was to examine the influence of gender in people’s willingness to emotionally 

manipulate others in order to widen the generalisability of the results and provide more 

insight into how conflicts may arise between employees.  

The Current Study 

Consistent with previous studies, it was predicted that females would report engaging 

in less emotional manipulation than males. Previous studies have controlled for gender when 

assessing the relationships between malevolent personality traits and emotional manipulation. 

Therefore, there is limited research on the unique influence of gender these variables.  As 

such, no specific predictions were made in regard to how the variables may differ as a 

function of gender.  

  Secondly, Machiavellianism was expected to correlate similarly to both disingenuous 

and malicious forms of emotional manipulation given previous findings linking 

Machiavellianism with use of both hard and soft influence tactics in the workplace (Jonason 
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et al., 2012). Thirdly, it was hypothesised that psychopathy and Machiavellianism would 

correlate strongly with malicious emotional manipulation, given the high level of deviance 

associated with each trait (Kowalski, Vernon, & Schermer, 2016). Finally, it was 

hypothesised that narcissism and emotional intelligence would correlate more strongly with 

disingenuous or ‘softer’ forms of emotional manipulation than with malicious, given the 

more prosocial nature of the measures used in this study.  

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

A total of 765 Australian employees aged 18 years or older (581 females, 184 males) 

participated. The mean age of the sample was 28.04 years (SD = 13.73), and included 593 

university students and 172 members of the general public. All participants were currently 

employed, and worked full-time (21%), part-time (24%), casually (47%) or other 

(commission, probation, volunteer, work experience) (8%), with 28% of the sample 

identifying as managers. After obtaining ethical approval, we recruited through posts on 

social networking sites, research participation websites, weekly emailed bulletins and lecture 

announcements. The advertisement directed participants to an online survey where they gave 

consent and completed the questions. To ensure adequate statistical power to perform 

separate multiple regression analyses that could detect medium effect sizes in both males and 

females, an a priori power analysis (Green, 1991) was conducted. This revealed that a sample 

size of 108 was required (i.e., N≥104+m, where m represents the number of independent 

variables) and this number was exceeded in the study.  

Materials 

 Trait willingness to emotionally manipulate in the workplace. Malicious and 

Disingenuous emotional manipulation were measured using the items relevant to the 
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workplace from the Trait Emotional Manipulation Willingness in General and at Work Scale 

(see Appendix B for list of items used; Hyde & Grieve, 2018). A sample item of Malicious 

Workplace Emotional Manipulation Willingness is How often do you make someone at work 

feel uneasy? and an item reflecting Disingenuous Workplace Emotional Manipulation 

Willingness is How often do you give colleagues compliments to get your own way? 

Participants indicated frequency of manipulation on a five-point scale: 1=Never, 2 = Now and 

then, 3 = Monthly, 4 = Weekly, and 5 = Daily. Internal reliability was good for the malicious 

items of the scale in the current study (Cronbach's α = .84) and the bivariate correlation 

between the disingenuous items was large (.50).  

Emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence was measured using Schutte et al.’s 

(1998) 33-item scale. A sample item is I am aware of my emotions as I experience them. 

Participants responded on a five-point scale (1= disagree strongly, and 5 = agree strongly). 

Internal reliability for the measurement was excellent in the current sample (.92), aligning 

with previous findings (Grieve et al., 2019). 

Measures of personality. The Dirty Dozen (Jonason & Webster, 2010) was used to 

measure Machiavellianism (e.g., I tend to lie to get my own way), the grandiose form of 

narcissism (e.g., I tend to want others to pay attention to me) and psychopathy (e.g., I tend to 

lack remorse). Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with each statement on 

a five-point Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Internal reliabilities 

were acceptable for Machiavellianism (.79) and psychopathy (.75), and good for narcissism 

(.85). 

Statistical Analysis 

The data set was analysed with SPSS v23. Two one-way ANOVAs were conducted to 

assess whether employment type impacted on use of malicious and disingenuous emotional 

manipulation significant differences were followed up using Bonferroni adjusted paired 
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multiple comparisons. Differences in use of disingenuous and malicious emotional 

manipulation between managers and non-managers were compared using independent sample 

t-tests. 2 x 2 ANOVAS assessed the role of gender and management status in emotional 

manipulation. Gender-stratified bivariate correlations were calculated to determine any 

gender-based disparities in the relationships between the personality traits with malicious and 

disingenuous emotional manipulation. Finally, two linear multiple regressions were run to 

investigate how gender and emotional intelligence combine with malevolent personality traits 

to predict malicious and disingenuous emotional manipulation willingness at work.  

Results 

Data screening revealed that disingenuous emotional manipulation was normally 

distributed, with a slight negative skew (skew = 1.03; kurtosis = .48). The skew towards 

lower values was larger for malicious emotional manipulation (skew = 2.17, kurtosis = 5.52). 

This is expected, given the social undesirability of the behaviour. Log transformations of the 

data were computed and the analyses were rerun. No differences were observed in the 

patterns of the findings, and therefore the untransformed data are reported.  

Descriptive statistics were calculated separately for males and females, as shown in 

Table 5.1. Independent-samples t-tests (with Bonferroni corrections for multiple 

comparisons) revealed that males scored significantly higher than females on both forms of 

emotional manipulation at work, Machiavellianism and psychopathy. The effect sizes ranged 

from small for Machiavellianism to moderate for all others. 
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Table 5.1        

Descriptive Statistics as a Function of Gender and t-tests of Gender Differences 

 Female Male    

 Mean SD Mean SD t p Cohen’s d 

Malicious emotional 

manipulation 
7.64 2.49 8.99 3.63 -5.59 < .001 0.43 

Disingenuous 

emotional manipulation 
3.82 1.76 4.48 2.23 -4.11 <.001 0.33 

Emotional Intelligence 121.11 14.99 121.82 14.96 -0.60 .576 0.05 

Machiavellianism  8.94 3.35 9.70 3.73 -2.44 .015 0.21 

Psychopathy 6.97 2.71 8.48 3.43 -6.14 <.001 0.49 

Narcissism 10.70 3.74 10.96 3.77 -0.82 .413 0.07 

 

Preliminary analyses revealed an effect of job status on malicious emotional 

manipulation F(3,761) = .35, p = 0.015, representing a small effect size (ηp2 = 0.014). 

Bonferroni corrected multiple comparisons revealed that part-time employees (M = 8.46, SD 

= 3.21) endorsed higher levels of malicious emotional manipulation than casual employees 

(M = 7.67, SD = 2.77). There were no significant differences between the other types of 

employment. Independent sample t-tests revealed that managers were more likely to 

manipulate others maliciously (M = 8.80, SD = 3.39) compared to non-managers (M =7.64, 

SD = 2.57), t(302.42) = 4.64, p<0.001, representing a medium effect size (d = .39). Managers 

were also more likely to manipulate others disingenuously (M = 4.44, SD = 2.15) compared 

to non-managers (M = 3.80, SD = 1.77), t (321.90) = 3.78, p < 0.001, also representing a 

small effect size (d = .04). Half of the male sample were in a management role, compared 

with 34% of females. To explore a possible interaction between the effect of gender and 

management status on both forms of emotional manipulation, two 2 (Gender: Male, female) x 

2 (Manager: Yes, No) ANOVAS were conducted. Simple main effects confirmed that males 

were more willing to maliciously and disingenuously emotional manipulate than females, and 
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that managers were more likely to emotional manipulate disingenuously and maliciously than 

non-managers. All results were significant at p<0.001. The interactions were not significant, 

indicating the absence of a dual effect of gender and management status on both forms of 

emotional manipulation willingness. Bivariate correlations between all the variables are 

presented in Table 5.2.  

Malicious Emotional Manipulation Willingness at Work  

The correlations revealed that there was no significant relationship between emotional 

intelligence and malicious manipulation for either gender. In females, moderate positive 

significant correlations were observed between malicious emotional manipulation and 

Machiavellianism (.34) as well as psychopathy (.34), while narcissism was weakly correlated 

to malicious emotional manipulation (.25). In males, Machiavellianism and narcissism were 

significantly moderately positively correlated with malicious emotional manipulation (.37, 

.30 respectively), while psychopathy was weakly correlated (.28). The correlations from the 

female sample were compared with the male sample using independent correlation 

comparison methods detailed in Eid, Gollwitzer, and Schmitt (2011). There were no 

significant differences in the strength of the correlations as a function of gender (see Table 

5.2). Age was not associated with an increased or decreased use of malicious emotional 

manipulation.  

Disingenuous Emotional Manipulation Willingness at Work 

In females, emotional intelligence was weakly positively correlated to disingenuous 

emotional manipulation. In females, narcissism (.39) and Machiavellianism (.40) were 

significantly moderately positive correlated to disingenuous emotional manipulation while 

psychopathy was weakly positively correlated (.28). In males, psychopathy was weakly 

positively correlated (.19), narcissism was moderately correlated (.42) and Machiavellianism 

was strongly correlated (.50) to disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation. Again, there 
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were no significant differences in the sizes of the correlations between males and females. 

Age was not related to use of disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation. 

Correlations of malicious emotional manipulation with the dependent variables 

(emotional intelligence and the Dark Triad traits) were compared with correlations of 

disingenuous emotional manipulation with the dependent variables, separately for males and 

females (i.e., comparisons of correlations from dependent samples; see Eid et al., 2011). In 

females, the correlations of emotional intelligence, narcissism and Machiavellianism with 

disingenuous emotional manipulation were significantly higher than the correlations of 

emotional intelligence, narcissism and Machiavellianism with malicious emotional 

manipulation. In males the correlations of narcissism and Machiavellianism with 

disingenuous emotional manipulation were significantly greater than the correlations of 

narcissism and Machiavellianism with malicious emotional manipulation (see Table 5.2).  

Regression Models for Malicious and Disingenuous Emotional Manipulation 

Willingness at Work  

All multivariate assumptions were met. In order to gain insight into the contribution 

of emotional intelligence to both disingenuous and malicious emotional manipulation when 

controlling for gender and the Dark Triad, two multiple linear regressions were conducted. 

Gender and age were included in the first step, followed by the remaining variables in the 

second. Table 5.3 shows the full regressions. In the first step, gender and age accounted for 

4% of the variance in an individual’s self-reported willingness to emotionally manipulate 

others maliciously, which was significant, R2 = .040 F(2,761) = 15.95, p < 0.001, with a 

small effect size (f2 = 0.04). Gender was the only significant predictor, with males more 

willing to maliciously emotionally manipulate others than females. The addition of emotional 

intelligence and the Dark Triad traits was a significant improvement to the model, 

Fchange(4,757) = 35.70, p < 0.001. The final model explained 19.3% of the variance in 
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malicious emotional manipulation willingness, R2 = .193, F(6, 757) = 30.08, p < 0.001, a 

medium effect (f2 = 0.24). Being male, higher levels of Machiavellianism, psychopathy and 

narcissism predicted malicious emotional manipulation at work. Gender and age accounted 

for a significant 2.2% of the variance in self-reported willingness to disingenuously 

emotionally manipulate in the first step of the regression model, R2 = .022, F(2,7620) = 8.66, 

p < .001, but only represented a small effect size (f2 = 0.02). Again, gender was a significant 

predictor, with males more likely than females to emotionally manipulate disingenuously. 

Emotional intelligence and the Dark Triad were added in the next step, significantly 

improving the model, Fchange(4,758) = 58.48, p < .001. The final model accounted for 

25.3% of the variance in the willingness to disingenuously emotionally manipulate others, R2 

= .253, F(6,758) = 42.74, p < .001, a large effect (f2 = 0.34). Being male and higher levels of 

emotional intelligence, Machiavellianism, and narcissism significantly predicted 

disingenuous emotional manipulation willingness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



113 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.2            

Bivariate Correlations and Comparisons of Correlations. Data for Females (n=581) are Presented above the Diagonal; Data for Males (n=184) are Presented 

below the Diagonal 

 Comparison of 

correlations between 

gender (p value) 

Comparison of 

correlations between 

Mal EM and Dis EM 

within gender (p 

value) 

 Age Mal EM Dis EM EI Mach Psychopathy Narcissism Mal EM  Dis EM Male Female 

Age  .03 -.02 .19*** -.16*** -.02 -.16***     

Malicious emotional 

manipulation 

-.04  0.55*** 0.01 0.34*** 0.34*** 0.25***     

Disingenuous 

emotional 

manipulation 

-.09 0.57***  0.11* 0.40*** 0.28*** 0.39***     

Emotional intelligence -.05 0.04 0.12  -0.03 -0.15*** 0.09* .362 .453 .122 < .001 

Machiavellianism -.20** 0.37*** 0.50*** -0.60  0.52*** 0.53*** .343 .070 .016 .048 

Psychopathy -.20** 0.28*** 0.19*** -0.31*** 0.54***  0.35*** .218 .131 .088 .053 

Narcissism  -.26*** 0.30*** 0.42*** 0.07 0.57*** 0.35***  .263 .337 .029 .019 

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05     
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Table 5.3 

Multiple Regression for Malicious and Disingenuous Workplace Emotional Manipulation Willingness 

                                                         Malicious Emotional Manipulation   Disingenuous Emotional Manipulation 

Model  B SE β t p  B SE β t p 

 1 Constant 7.65 .24  32.51 <.001  3.98 .16  25.21 <.001 

 Gender* 1.34 .24 .20 5.64 <.001  .65 .16 .15 4.08 <.001 

 Age .00 .01 -.02 -.06 .952  -.01 .01 -.04 -.10 .271 

2 Constant 2.68 .87  3.08 .002  -.80 .56  -.144 .15 

 Gender .90 .23 .13 3.98 <.001  .43 .14 .10 3.02 .003 

 Age .013 .01 .06 1.86 .06  .01 .00 .05 1.37 .170 

 
Emotional 

Intelligence 
.01 .01 .05 1.32 .186 

 .01 .00 .11 3.20 .001 

 Machiavellianism  .17 .04 .21 4.79 <.001  .17 .02 .30 7.22 <.001 

 Psychopathy .19 .04 .19 4.74 <.001  .03 .03 .04 1.09 .278 

 Narcissism  .07 .03 .09 2.26 .024  .11 .02 .22 5.68 <.001 

*Females = 0, Males = 1 
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Discussion 

This study sought to gain more understanding of the nature of emotional manipulation 

in the context of the workplace by focusing on how gender, emotional intelligence and 

malevolent personality characteristics correlated with self-reported emotional manipulation 

willingness at work.  

Females scored significantly lower than males on both emotional manipulation 

dimensions at work, whereas in previous research they scored lower than males on malicious 

forms only (Hyde & Grieve, 2018). Being male predicted both forms of emotional 

manipulation in the multiple regressions, although the effect sizes were small. The findings 

support the notion that there is a relationship between the endorsement of male-agentic 

stereotypes and emotionally manipulative behaviours (see Grieve et al., 2019, Hyde & 

Grieve, 2018; Waddell, Van Doorn, March & Grieve, 2020). For males, emotional 

manipulation might be a more instinctive and perhaps an adaptive behaviour, particularly in 

the traditional male-orientated hierarchical organisation, wherein stereotypical male 

behaviours (assertiveness and independence) are valued.  

As hypothesised, higher levels of emotional intelligence positively predicted 

disingenuous workplace emotional manipulation. In contrast to the results from previous 

research (e.g., Grieve et al., 2019), the effect of emotional intelligence in the current study 

was not via suppression, as there was a significant bivariate correlation between emotional 

intelligence and disingenuous emotional manipulation. At the correlational level, there was a 

small positive relationship between emotional intelligence and disingenuous emotional 

manipulation for females only, despite males scoring similarly to females on the measure of 

emotional intelligence. Therefore, unlike females, males with higher levels of emotional 

intelligence did not report emotionally manipulating others. The finding supports previous 
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research which has linked emotional intelligence to delinquency in females only (Bacon & 

Regan, 2016). As suggested by Bacon and Regan (2016), females may seek to use their 

emotional skills to execute more relational forms of aggression rather than direct forms, 

given that they tend to be more socially oriented than men (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). 

The more prosocial nature of disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation would certainly 

assist women to improve their social standing at work.  

In partial support of the hypothesis, the bivariate correlates revealed that higher levels 

of Machiavellianism correlated with both malicious and disingenuous forms of emotional 

manipulation to a similar degree, albeit in females only. In males, the link between 

Machiavellianism and disingenuous emotional manipulation was significantly stronger than 

the link between Machiavellianism and malicious emotional manipulation, suggesting the 

relative importance of inauthentic displays at work. Tactics such as offering reassurance and 

compliments to influence people’s behaviour could have important consequences in a 

workplace, for example, securing new contracts. For both genders, the findings underscore 

the behavioural flexibility of highly Machiavellian individuals to manipulate others in the 

workplace (Jonason et al., 2012).  

In males, Machiavellianism was more strongly correlated with both dimensions of 

emotional manipulation than psychopathy This finding was in contrast to other findings 

demonstrating that psychopathy (e.g., lack of remorse, callousness) plays a more influential 

role in predicting emotionally manipulative behaviours than do Machiavellianism and 

narcissism (e.g., Austin et al. 2014). Perhaps certain workplaces play a role in incentivising, 

and therefore reinforcing, individualistic Machiavellian-like behaviours (e.g., risk-taking, 

deception and exploitation of others) through competitive reward structures. In females, all 

three Dark Triad traits were moderately correlated to malicious emotional manipulation, 
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suggesting a stronger element of nefariousness and deception in the behaviour compared to 

males.  

As expected, the link between narcissism and ‘softer’ disingenuous emotional 

manipulation was significantly stronger than the link between narcissism and malicious 

emotional manipulation, in both genders. Use of emotional manipulation strategies, such as 

reassuring others, allows an individual high in narcissism to create a favourable impression 

amongst others (Hart, Adams, & Burton, 2016; Hart, Adams, Burton, & Tortoriello, 2017). 

However, there were still significant small to moderate positive correlations between 

malicious emotional manipulation and narcissism in males and females. This is despite 

narcissism having the smaller antagonistic component, in contrast to psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism (e.g., Vize et al., 2018). It is possible the findings are a reflection of Back 

et al.’s (2013) Narcissist Admiration and Rivalry Concept which distinguishes agentic 

narcissistic traits (e.g., grandiosity measured in this study) from the antagonistic traits (e,g., 

malicious emotional manipulation). In line with our findings, agentic and antagonist traits are 

moderately positively correlated (Fatfouta, Zeigler-Hill, & Schröder-Abé, 2017). Therefore 

manipulation techniques such as inducing negative emotions in others (e.g., guilt, shame and 

unease) likely represent a pathway whereby self-image related goals can be achieved at work. 

As previously suggested, the workplace environment may inadvertently offer a platform for 

males and females high in narcissism to self-promote at the cost of others through 

incentivisation structures.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 One potential limitation of the current work is that the role of the Dark Triad in 

emotional manipulation was examined using bivariate correlations. This is due to mounting 

evidence that statistical techniques which control for variance of multicollinear variables 

often distort the meaning of the variables post analysis. Therefore, one cannot be assured that 
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the variable is a valid reflection of a construct (e.g., Sleep, Lynam, Hyatt, & Miller, 2017; 

Vize et al., 2018). However, bivariate correlations are limited to the extent that causal 

inferences can be made. Future studies aiming to use partialling statistical methods should 

follow recommendations outlined in Viz et al. (2018).  

One’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others was more strongly associated 

with Machiavellian traits than they were with psychopathy. However, it has been 

demonstrated statistically that current measures representing Machiavellianism are subsumed 

into the construct of psychopathy (e.g., Glenn & Sellbom, 2015), raising concerns as to 

whether these traits are distinguishable. Therefore, a more cautious interpretation of our 

results is that the sub-trait of Machiavellianism within the construct of psychopathy has a 

notably different association with one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others at work 

compared to the more prototypical psychopathy traits (e.g., lack of remorse and empathy). 

The scales used in the current study were brief, in particular the measure of 

disingenuous emotional manipulation with only two items, meaning that the full breadth of 

the constructs may not have been adequately covered. Future researchers should consider 

using more comprehensive measures (e.g., The MEOS, Austin & O'Donnell, 2013).  

In this study, people’s willingness to manipulate the emotions of others was assessed. 

However, it remains unclear whether an individual who is willing to ‘make someone feel 

uneasy’ will actually succeed in creating feelings of unease. To further investigate the 

accuracy of participant self-insight, it would be helpful to compare self-report data with 

independently rated behavioural observations. Alternatively, future studies might consider 

use of 360° reporting (Peter, Thi, & Rada, 2011) or qualitative methods.  

Approximately 61 per cent of the participants in the study were casual employees, 

compared with 19 per cent in the general population of Australia (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2018), thus potentially limiting the generalisability of the results. Given that casual 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12144-018-9834-6#ref-CR27
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employees were less likely to endorse malicious forms of emotional manipulation in the 

workplace compared to part-time employees, the current study may underestimate the 

occurrence of emotional manipulation in the workplace.  

Finally, our study revealed that managers were more likely to manipulate others 

maliciously and disingenuously than were non-managers. This finding might represent the 

opportunity that managers have to engage in such behaviour. However, despite more males 

than females being in management roles, and males emotionally manipulating more than 

females, there was no effect of gender and management status on willingness to emotionally 

manipulate at work. Therefore, increased emotional manipulation in males was not an 

artefact of males holding a larger proportion of managerial positions than females in this 

study. Future research might consider examining specific personality predictors of manager 

instigated emotional manipulation compared to non-managers. 

Implications and Conclusions 

Females manipulated less than males on both emotional manipulation dimensions, 

indicating that workplaces should be more careful of this nefarious behaviour in males. This 

study is, to our knowledge, the first to find a direct link between higher levels of emotional 

intelligence and less prosocial behaviour in females, which supports the notion of a darker 

side to emotional intelligence. Competitive workplaces may embolden individuals to use 

their emotional skills to get ahead.  

This study specifies the types of destructive behaviours in individuals are willing to 

undertake to get ahead at work. Workplaces that encourage collective rather than individual 

achievement may circumvent the motivation for individuals to emotionally exploit others to 

achieve their goals.  
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Appendix B 

Work Relevant Items of the Trait Emotional Manipulation Willingness in General and at 

Work Scale 

 

Malicious Items 

1. Use your emotional skills at work to make another person feel uneasy 

2. Embarrass someone at work to stop them behaving in a particular way 

3. Make someone feel ashamed at work about something they have done in order to stop 

them from doing it again 

4. Use your emotional skills at work to make others feel guilty 

5. Make someone feel anxious at work so they would behave in a particular way 

6. Pretend to be angrier than you really were at work about someone's behaviour in order 

to induce them to behave differently in the future 

Disingenuous Items 

1. Reassure people at work so that they are more likely to go along with what you say 

2 Pay someone compliments at work to get in their 'good books' 
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Chapter 6: Study 4 

 

 

 

 

 

Victims’ Insights into Emotional Manipulation and Motive at Work* 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Hyde, J., Grieve, R., Norris, K., & Kemp, N. (submitted). Victims’ insights into emotional 

manipulation and motive at work. Submitted to Journal of Business Ethics. 
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Abstract 

Some people manipulate the emotions of others in order to advance their careers in the 

workplace. The aim of this study was to enhance the understanding of emotional 

manipulation in the workplace by exploring what fellow employees suspect is the motive for 

such behaviours. Participants (targets, N=23, 7 male) who identified as being emotionally 

manipulated by another individual in the workplace (perpetrators) were interviewed, and 

thematic analysis was applied to interview transcripts. All data were obtained through the 

lens of the targets and represent subjective experiences.  

Two pathways representing perceived emotionally manipulative behaviours and the 

motives behind them were identified. In the first pathway, self-gain was perceived as the 

motive underlying emotionally manipulative behaviours classified as discrepant and divisive 

in nature. The target reported that many individuals and organisational systems were affected 

by the behaviours. The attribution of emotional manipulation to self-gain is consistent with 

the definition of emotional manipulation and current knowledge of related manipulative 

constructs (e.g., Dark Triad traits). In the second pathway, targets described being ‘singled 

out’ and subjected to relationally aggressive behaviours (e.g., ostracism and undermining), 

following a rupture in a previously good working relationship with the perpetrator. The 

perpetrator’s level of emotional immaturity was perceived as a contributing factor to such 

behaviours.  

Differences in how perpetrators deflected accountability during interventions 

emerged: Perpetrators in Pathway One were described as skilfully able to evade 

accountability, whilst those in Pathway Two were defiant about not being at fault. Also, the 

findings highlighted differences in the behaviours depending on whether they were driven by 

self-gain (more widespread) or emotional immaturity (target specific). The findings are 

discussed in the context of other workplace aggression constructs. Finally, while there 



128 

 

 

 

 

 

appears to be a level of sophistication in some behaviours deemed as emotionally 

manipulative compared to others, both forms had a negative impact on a target’s wellbeing.  

Keywords: perceived emotional manipulation, perceived motive for emotional 

manipulation, relational aggression, workplace aggression, intervention, qualitative study 
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Introduction 

Interviewee: ‘…I came out after to work to find her car parked so close to my driver’s side 

door I couldn’t get into my car …that sort of ridiculous stuff (.) absurd stuff but (.) nothing 

you could actually say – ‘look’ (.) …well it’s not a big deal but when you add them all 

together it is a big deal…’ 

Preview 

Since the late 1990s, research on bullying has evolved from focussing on overt 

behaviours, such as physical violence, to include harm that is more covert in nature, namely, 

psychological aggression. A recent study conservatively estimated the annual cost of 

workplace aggression per country to range from $US114 million to $US35 billion, and this is 

without even considering the individual medical costs associated with being a target of 

bullying (Hassard, Teoh, Visockaite, Dewe, & Cox, 2018). The increased research focus on 

psychological forms of aggression in workplace bullying has led to the development of a 

multitude of constructs that measure behaviours considered hostile, such as workplace 

aggression (Neuman & Baron, 1997) and workplace incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

Emotional manipulation is a psychological form of workplace aggression, defined as 

the act of influencing another individual’s feelings and behaviors for one’s own self-interest 

or benefit, such as deliberately making another person feel uneasy (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & 

Moore, 2007). It has been suggested that emotional manipulation represents the ‘darker side 

of emotional intelligence’ (Austin et al., 2007), as one aspect of emotional intelligence is 

one’s ability to manage the emotions of others (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). 

Theoretically, a person who is capable of recognising and controlling their own and others’ 

emotions could potentially exploit this ability to ‘get ahead’ in a competitive workplace 

environment (Kilduff, Chiaburu, & Menges, 2010).  
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While by definition, emotional manipulation is considered to be motivated by self-

interest, less is known about what individuals perceive as acts of emotional manipulation and 

what they attribute as motives for these behaviors. Subjective interpretations of the perceived 

motives of such acts will enhance understanding of how individuals experience emotional 

manipulation in a more naturalistic setting. Such insights could inform the development of 

ecologically valid, targeted interventions to curb the potentially destructive behavior.  

Emotional Manipulation and Antisocial Personality Traits 

 Some clues as to how manipulative individuals may operate in the workplace can be 

gleaned from socially aversive personality constructs that are regularly implicated in 

workplace bullying (O'Reilly, Doerr, & Chatman, 2018; Schutte et al., 2018), namely the 

Dark Triad personality traits (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The Dark Triad traits shares the 

common feature of ‘callous manipulation’, but the motives for the behaviour are thought to 

differ. Individuals high in psychopathy tend to lack empathy, while those with high levels of 

Machiavellians will manipulate others to achieve success (Furnham et al., 2013). Finally, 

individuals high in narcissism are typified by self-entitlement and grandiosity (Furnham et 

al., 2013). Research exploring the predictors of emotional manipulation has, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, found positive correlations between emotional manipulation and psychopathy 

(Hyde & Grieve, 2014), narcissism (Austin et al., 2014), and Machiavellianism (Austin et al., 

2007; Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve & Panebianco, 2013). There appears to be a consensus 

that the motives of emotionally manipulative behaviour are self-centred and goal-driven, as 

evidenced by the correlations with malevolent personality traits. However, there is less 

known about how a complex set of the behaviours, such as emotional manipulation, impacts 

on another individual over time in the context of the workplace.  

Emotional Manipulation Relative to Existing Workplace Aggression Constructs 
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Several of the existing workplace aggression constructs capture antagonistic 

behaviours, such as workplace incivility, defined as low intensity deviant acts (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999) and emotional abuse at work, which includes all forms of verbal (e.g., 

explosive outburst) and non-verbal (e.g., aggressive eye contact) aggressive hostile 

behaviours (Keashly, Trott, & MacLean, 1994). In contrast, emotionally manipulative 

behaviours may not necessarily be overtly hostile. In the workplace, there are two types of 

emotional manipulation present: malicious emotional manipulation (e.g., making someone 

feel uneasy or guilty) and disingenuous emotional manipulation (behaviours deemed less 

authentic, e.g., paying someone compliments to get in their ‘good books’) (Hyde & Grieve, 

2018).  

Similar to emotional manipulation, petty tyranny (Ashforth, 1994), and emotional 

tyranny (Waldron & Krone, 1991) capture behaviours that may not necessarily be viewed as 

overtly hostile. Petty tyranny, also known as destructive or toxic leadership, refers to a 

superior’s misuse of power that negatively impacts employees in a manner that does not align 

with organizational values (Ashforth, 1994, 1997). An example of a hostile behaviour 

associated with petty tyranny is the belittling of employees, while a less hostile behaviour is 

‘lack of consideration’ (Ashforth, 1994). Emotional tyranny is defined as the use of emotion 

by powerful organization members in a manner that is perceived to be destructive, 

controlling, unjust, and even cruel (Waldron, 2000; Waldron & Krone, 1991). Hostile 

behaviours associated with emotional tyranny include betrayal and intimidation, whilst a less 

hostile behaviour is discounting the emotion of others. In contrast to emotional manipulation, 

petty tyranny and emotional tyranny constructs specify that the aggressor is in a position of 

power and is motivated to cause harm, whereas theoretically emotional manipulation can be 

perpetrated by anyone and the motivation is to ‘get ahead’ regardless of the impacts on 
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others. Therefore, the primary goal of those who emotionally manipulate others is not 

necessarily to inflict harm. 

At the same time, it is important to consider the more nuanced conceptualisation of 

power, whereby a ‘power imbalance’ exists between the target and perpetrator, even if the 

perpetrator is not in a more senior position (Keashly, 2001). Power can be attained by other 

means, for example, via social networks and task interdependency (Keashly, 2001). It is thus 

important to assess whether the use, or even the perceived purpose of emotional 

manipulation, creates a perceived power imbalance between the target and perpetrator. 

Studying this question will provide valuable insight into the construct of emotional 

manipulation, the hierarchical workplace aggression constructs, and potential interventions to 

address problematic behaviours.  

It is possible that emotional manipulation converges most with the construct of social 

undermining. Social undermining includes behaviors which aim to gradually denigrate 

another individual’s relationships amongst colleagues, their reputation, and their ability to 

excel at work (Duffy, Daniel, & Milan, 2002). Such behaviors can be classed as direct 

actions, such as intentionally making derogatory comments or belittling somebody; or 

indirect actions, for example, withholding information, or failing to support someone (Duffy 

et al., 2002). Thus, similar to emotional manipulation, it is clear that the behaviours are 

intended to cause harm overtly or covertly. It has been argued that those who socially 

undermine others are motivated by goals such as gaining higher status relative to others 

(Duffy, Shaw, Scott, & Tepper, 2006). Uncovering how targets assign motive to emotional 

manipulation will help clarify both constructs.  

The Current Study 

The contributions made by researchers investigating workplace aggression constructs 

and associated personality predictors suggest maturity in this line of research, but important 
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questions remain. Theoretically, people emotionally manipulate others for self-gain; 

however, it remains unclear how individuals discern behaviours as emotionally manipulative 

and what they perceive as the motivations for the behaviours. The current research intended 

to address these gaps in the literature through a series of interviews with individuals who 

believed they had been the target of emotional manipulation within the workplace.  

A qualitative analysis was chosen, as often more quantitative approaches can make it 

difficult for participants to communicate their subjective experiences (Keashly, 2001), 

particularly when investigating emerging or closely related constructs, where the subtlety of 

differences can be lost. A qualitative methodology also allows participants to describe the 

entire set of behaviors and their interrelationships in their own words, as well as the meanings 

they attribute to them (Keashly, 2001). A thematic approach was applied in the analysis of 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This approach provides a more detailed analysis of particular 

aspects of the data, in this case, the nature of manipulative behavior in different work 

contexts. 

Method 

Research Setting and Sample 

Participants were from Australia and were recruited from a university research 

participation website (n=4) and via word-of-mouth from other participants and researchers 

(n=19). Eight of the participants were known to the researcher. Any individual, aged 18 years 

or over, who believed they had experienced emotional manipulation in the workplace, was 

invited to participate in the study. Emotional manipulation was defined to potential 

participants in terms of whether they felt someone had ‘played with their emotions’. 

Although the formal definition of emotional manipulation includes the intent of the 

perpetrator (self-gain), this was not communicated to the participants, to ensure the 

descriptions of their experiences were not influenced. Data saturation was monitored during 
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the process of analysis and interviews continued until no further pertinent information was 

forthcoming (23 interviews). To ensure saturation was not attained prematurely, researchers 

ensured that the meaning associated with codes was also saturated (see Hennink, Kaiser, & 

Marconi 2017). Based on the approach described above, the sample size of 23 participants 

was considered appropriate.  

Materials 

 Informed written consent was obtained from all participants prior to commencement 

of the interview. A semi-structured interview was conducted by the first author (female) who 

was undertaking a PhD (Psychology) and working as a registered psychologist. Interviews 

were undertaken in-person at an Australian university, or via Skype for those not able to 

attend the University. The interview was used to collect qualitative data that were analysed 

from a thematic approach to identify common themes across participants’ accounts of the 

perceived emotional manipulation. Demographic information was collected comprising 

participants’ age, gender, educational achievement and ethnicity. This study used the 

reporting guidelines outlined in the COnsolidated criteria for REporting Qualitative research 

(COREQ) checklist (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007) (see Appendix C). 

Research Design 

Approach to inquiry. The first author transcribed all the interviews verbatim and 

transcripts were imported into NVivo 10 qualitative data analysis software (QSR 

International Pty Ltd., 2014). As per ethical requirements, all participant data were de-

identified following the verbatim interview, meaning that interview transcripts could not be 

given to participants to review. A thematic approach was applied in the analysis of data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). This approach is used to provide a more detailed analysis of 

particular aspects of the data, in this case, the nature of manipulative behavior in different 

work contexts. As themes were not identified based on a predetermined framework, the 
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researcher was able to flexibly draw out patterns from the participants’ insights into their 

experiences.  

Data collection strategy. The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the 

relevant institutional ethics authority. Participants were informed of the purpose of the study 

(i.e., to improve understanding on how to manage potentially manipulative individuals in the 

workplace). Other than eight participants who were known to the researcher through 

professional relationships or existing contacts, relationships with participants were generally 

not established prior to the study commencement. If the researcher was already acquainted 

with the interviewee, the researcher was particularly careful not to make assumptions about 

the interviewee’s experience and consistently sought clarification in order to avoid the 

assumption of ‘shared understanding’ that can arise when the interviewer/interviewee 

relationship is already established to a certain degree (McConnell-Henry, James, Chapman, 

& Francis, 2009). In addition, the research design did not employ deception; therefore, there 

was no potential for trust to be affected. Finally, in a validity check, it was found that these 

eight transcripts did not elicit different themes when compared with the others, suggesting 

that interpretation of the data was not systematically influenced by prior relationships. 

Seventeen of the participants were no longer working with the perceived perpetrators, but 

their response profiles did not differ from those who continued to work with the perceived 

perpetrators.  

At the beginning of the interviews, participants were asked to recount their experience 

of being emotionally manipulated to allow for the inclusion of automatic and spontaneous 

attributions to the emotionally manipulative behaviours. This step was taken to ensure that 

the attribution process that emerged from the data was not an artefact of the interview 

structure itself. After allowing the participants to speak freely about their experience, the 

interviewer asked additional questions to ensure all key topics on the interview schedule (see 
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Appendix D) were covered. Interviews lasted between 36 and 87 min (M = 59 min). To 

maintain rapport and trust between the interview and participant, no notes were taken during 

interviews. Audio recording of interviews allowed later transcription. All interviews followed 

the same protocol.  

Data analytic strategies. The first stage of data analysis commenced with the first 

author immersing herself in the data through the transcription process and via repeated 

readings of the completed transcripts. All transcripts were then coded into multiple labeled 

units of meaning using NVivo 10. Examples of such units included ‘perpetrator’s actions’. In 

the second stage of data analysis, the first author took a systematic approach at a more 

comparative level to viewing the data, undertaking constant comparison across the 

participants’ accounts until patterns became apparent and themes were generated. Thirdly, 

emerging themes were compared to one another to determine their distinctiveness and 

suitability as concepts (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). For example, there was a 

distinction between what targets perceived as the motive behind certain behaviours. At this 

stage, in order to reduce the occurrence of confirmation bias, the first author was careful not 

to use knowledge of existing published literature (Gioia et al., 2012), by not seeking to 

confirm themes in existing literature. Finally, inter-coder reliability tests were conducted on 

the data. A second coder (CC), not affiliated with the project, coded 6/23 (26%) interviews, 

revealing that both inter-rater agreement (98%) and inter-rater reliability were good (Cohen’s 

Kappa = .703).  

Results 

Demographics 

Target characteristics. Participants were 23 (7 male) individuals who perceived 

themselves to be targets of manipulative behaviours in the workplace. Participants were aged 

between 18 and 68 years (M = 42.52 years, SD = 15.36 years). Twenty-one participants were 
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Caucasian, one Asian, and one Middle Eastern. Nine participants had post-graduate degrees, 

eight had undergraduate degrees, and one a diploma; four had 12 years of education, and one 

had 11. The participants worked in a variety of sectors, including health, education, research, 

retail and business. The participants’ specific roles are included in Appendix E. Pseudonyms 

were used to protect the anonymity of respondents.  

Perpetrator Characteristics. A total of 25 individuals were identified as perpetrators 

of emotional manipulation, as two targets (Daniel and Rosie) described experiences with two 

perpetrators. Of the 25 perpetrators, 19 were in more senior positions than the target, three on 

a similar level and three had a lower level. The perpetrators referred to included 7 males and 

18 females, with targets reporting interactions with the perpetrator having lasted between 6 

and 12 months. 

Thematic analysis. The aim of the study was to gain a better insight into what the 

target perceived as motives for emotionally manipulative behaviour. A pattern-based 

approach was taken to identify themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
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Figure 6.1  

 Two Pathways Representing Perceived Motive of Emotionally Manipulative Behaviours 
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Two pathways emerged that represented different behaviours that targets considered 

emotionally manipulative, as well as different motives for these behaviours (Figure 6.1). 

Pathway One, titled ‘Perceived instrumental emotional manipulation’ included the accounts 

of 17 targets who perceived emotionally manipulation as ‘Discrepant behaviours’ and as 

‘Creating rivalries and divisions’. Behaviours considered discrepant were unpredictable and 

appeared to differ depending on whom the instigator interacted with. Calculated attempts to 

dismantle cohesive work groups define the instigators’ perceived intent to create rivalries and 

divisions amongst employees.  

These behaviours, as well as ‘Revelations from others’, the ‘Target observing the 

effects of the behaviours’ and the ‘Perpetrator’s actions during individual, organisation and 

third-party interventions’, led the target to believe that the motive of the behaviours was self-

gain. ‘Revelations from others’ defined the process in which the target learnt that other 

people were either impacted by and/or the aware of the problematic behaviours. Noticeable 

effects of the instigator’s behaviours included actions that reduced the ability of an 

employees to air a grievance, and an instigator’s poor work performance which was thought 

to stem from the instigator’s preoccupation with their own needs. The actions of the 

perpetrator during individual, organisation and third-party intervention included those which 

diminished the success of any given attempt to resolve conflict.  

 Pathway Two, titled ‘Perceived reactive emotional manipulation’ represents the 

experience of 8 targets who perceived emotionally manipulative behaviours (Ostracism and 

Undermining) following a rupture in a previously good working relationship with the 

perpetrator. Behaviours labelled as ostracizing were those perceived as a deliberate attempt to 

exclude or alienate the target from a group. Undermining represented instigators’ efforts to 

turn other people against the targets. Ostracism and Undermining, in addition to the 

‘Perpetrator’s actions during individual, organisation and third-party interventions’ (namely 
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a staunch unwillingness to admit any wrongdoing), led the target to deduce that behaviours 

were a function of emotional immaturity.  

Pathway One: Perceived instrumental emotional manipulation. In Pathway One, 

15 of the perpetrators were in higher positions within the organisation than the target and two 

were at a similar level. Of the 15, eight were in very senior positions relative to the target, 

two held the top positions and five were one level of management above the target. 

 For some targets, experiencing unpredictable behaviours as well as observing the 

perpetrator behaving inconsistently with other employees (Discrepant behaviour), was 

evidence that the perpetrator was being emotionally manipulative, across both positive and 

negative contexts.  

The interactions that targets described as more positive in nature usually consisted of 

the perpetrator complimenting or offering reassurance to the targets. For example, Belinda 

recalled being reassured that “everything would be looked after” when she was feeling 

ambivalent about taking a new job position. However, later she began to realise that her 

manager had no intention of fulfilling his promises. In both of Rosie’s experiences with 

emotionally manipulative work colleagues, she remembered the effusive praise that she 

received, in particular the fact that she “was so competent” before the more negative 

behaviours commenced. Examples of the intertwining of negative and positive behaviours 

witnessed by targets are illustrated below. 

Freya: “[he would]…berate someone to the point where you make them cry and then never 

apologise and his pattern then was to come back perhaps the next day and be fawning and 

you know ingratiating again to that person… like treacling (sic) all over them and it’s almost 

like saying 'that didn’t happen did it?”. 
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Kate: “He was hot and cold: I would induct them and he would teach them and see how they 

worked…so in some ways I felt like we were a team… so it was always kind of like a seesaw 

or roller coaster – I'd be oh – ‘I feel fine feel good’ – then oh – ‘something just happened’”. 

Tim: “… I remember we went to Hobart once and the whole team was there and doctors and 

senior people higher than her – and she was a different person – very friendly and you know 

– almost bending over backwards to be nice – and of course as soon as you returned to work 

it was back to the same old thing”. 

Targets also described situations characterised by what was perceived as calculated 

attempts by the perpetrator to create divisions between employees, often when previous good 

working relationships had existed (Creating division and rivalries). Behaviours involving 

pitting employees against each other also fell under this theme. Belinda discussed how her 

manager would make staff compete against one another for limited resources such as jobs: 

“And the young ones were casuals – he'd make them jump through hoops promising them 

full-time work and then if another full-time job came up he'd give it to someone else”. Three 

targets recalled that the perpetrator relayed falsehoods to the target or spread them about the 

target to others. Diana: “…. people would come and say well I’m really angry that you said 

this about me – and I was ‘I didn’t – I never said that about you! Where did that come 

from?” Similarly, Eliza described an incident whereby a co-worker suffering mental health 

issues was emailed by the perpetrator and told that other staff members did not feel “safe 

around her”. 

The perceived emotionally manipulative behaviours discussed above in conjunction 

with ‘Target observing effects of behaviours’ and ‘Revelations from others’ led targets to 

attribute the behaviours to the disposition of the perpetrator. 

Witnessing certain consequences of the perpetrator’s behaviour (Target observing 

effects of behaviours) led targets to deduce that perpetrators were acting in their own 
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interests. One consequence that several targets noted was that through the perpetrator’s 

actions, the perpetrator had been able to insulate themselves from criticism or set up systems 

to maximise their control. This meant that three participants did not feel as though there were 

avenues available to report their issues.  

Eliza: “…now this junior manager – instead of dealing with the issue at her level – she was 

then constrained – of course – made to report it up the line to this person (perpetrator)”. 

Louise described having a good relationship with the school principal before the perpetrator 

was appointed to work directly under principal. “Beforehand, employees were given an open 

invitation to raise issues with the principal and it was perceived as a carefree school. I think 

I was invited to go and see the principal or he came to see me – something like that and it 

was made very plain to me (by the perpetrator) – I couldn't just do that – walk into his (the 

principal’s) office”. 

Stephanie: “...it’s a divide and conquer and he – the previous CEO worked on that one. He 

worked very hard on that one… so (.) a central staff room doesn’t exist anymore – it’s still 

there physically but nobody goes to it – he's got all the staffrooms around the place and 

everyone stays in their own little staff room – so you don't talk to people”.  

A second consequence noted by targets was that poor work performance by the 

perpetrator appeared to stem from a perpetrator’s tendency to focus on their own needs rather 

than those of the organisation. Perpetrators were described by a third of the targets as 

unproductive and/or ineffective decision-makers and as demonstrating poor judgment. Fraud 

was also suspected/and or proven by two targets and one participant disclosed that the 

perpetrator had breached patient confidentiality. Indicators of the perpetrator’s poor work 

performance/management were high staff turnover, with over half of the targets remarking 

that their workplaces had a “revolving door”.  
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Following the departure of the perpetrator from the workplace, Audrey described 

having to take steps to redo the applications for several special needs students who did not 

meet criteria for funding at the school.  

Audrey: “…she came with such good credentials – but I honestly feel that she was 

fundamentally dishonest in her personal life – as I pointed out to you – and also in her 

professional life because she – she obtained government funding for something like 35 

students at this school – now that wasn’t easily given out”. 

Nelly had a sense that the perpetrator was fabricating patient notes as she observed 

discrepancies between the notes and actual work the perpetrator was undertaking. She felt 

that the perpetrator had a good understanding of how to look as though she was meeting the 

requirements of the job. Nelly: “yeah I feel like she knows how to cover her tracks”. 

For targets, attribution of behaviours to the disposition of the perpetrator was often 

confirmed by revelations from others that the behaviours were normal for the perpetrator 

(Revelations from others). For Robert, the instrumentality of the behaviour was particularly 

evident when he found out that the head of the laboratory was also being affected by the 

perpetrator. When Ben expressed that he was unable to work any longer with the person he 

identified as the perpetrator, the organization responded that they were aware of the issue and 

not surprised.  

 Also, a substantial contributor to a target’s sense that perpetrators were acting out of 

self-interest was the degree to which perpetrators were willing to engage in manipulative 

tactics to deflect any wrongdoing (Perpetrator actions during individual, organisation and 

third-party interventions). Many participants recalled confronting their perpetrators without 

much success. When Belinda felt she had been misled about getting an opportunity to 

become a franchise operator, she recalled being reassured that “it was happening” when that 
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was not the case. Rosie and Louise recalled that the perpetrators appeared bemused at their 

attempts to confront them with an issue.  

Rosie: “I think she did enjoy that because she would be quite pleased with herself when the 

conversation would get to a point where you couldn't push it any further.” 

 In organisation-led interventions (e.g., mediation and meetings), participants felt 

helpless when they realised that the perpetrators appeared able to placate the key decision 

makers and allay their concerns.  

Daniel: “…HR facilitated a session on site between her and her entire team and it was about 

her way of working – how she could better work with her team (JH: yep and how did that 

go?) Daniel: oh it went really well (.) she's really good in meetings but then afterwards 

nothing really changed – just had to tick a box”.  

Diana: “So they (organisation) checked it out with her (perpetrator) –she spun them a very 

credible story”.  

Third-party (external to organisation) led interventions also revealed insights into a 

perpetrators perceived disregard of others.  

Tim: “She wasn’t put off by a union member being present. ––it’s almost like (.). This is even 

more reason why I should fight it – and win”. 

Eliza: “yes that was what drove me to join the union because I hadn’t actually joined a union 

– hadn’t really felt the need to….but… we did involve the union in our discussions – with her 

to resolve the issue over the hours. … it seemed like we were punished then because …– 

during the process of deciding about the hours she made us (.) detail every single action we 

did for weeks and weeks we had to write down every phone call – how long it took – how 

long we spoke for – what we did next – that’s apparently not legal to make people do that”. 

Pathway Two: Perceived reactive emotional manipulation. In contrast to those in 

Pathway One, the majority of perpetrators (five) within Pathway Two were in middle levels 
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of management, and only one position above the target. One perpetrator was in a similar role 

and two held lower positions than the target. All the targets in Pathway Two described a once 

good working relationship with the target.  

Mike: “We had quite a bit in common – we both played tennis and we actually had some 

common friends”. 

Rosie: “It was really exciting to feel like I started a job that (.) was my permanent job – and 

that the team was great and my boss (perpetrator) was so happy to have me and had so much 

confidence in me.”. 

Peta: “… he (boss) allowed me extra time to be with this person (perpetrator), thinking he 

would be doing me a great favour to have advice from someone who had been through a 

similar situation… yeah quite soon after we became friends”. 

Annabelle: “… so this one person was actually my boss and we started off for the first few 

years getting on fine”. 

Rupture in a previously good working relationship. The participants described 

incidents that they believed caused the breakdown of the relationship resulting in behaviours 

they perceived as emotionally manipulative. In three cases the event that triggered the 

behaviours was objectively observable. They included the breakup of a romantic relationship, 

a target siding against the perpetrator to support a colleague, and the perpetrator falsely 

believing that the target had filed a complaint against them.  

Annabelle: “she must have thought I was one of the people that had, you know, had degraded 

her and her role, which wasn't the case and from there it started…there was just this big 

decline in the relationship”. 

 In two cases, targets only became aware that they had done something to upset the 

perpetrator after the negative behaviours commenced. In one case the target was attempting 

to renegotiate the perpetrator’s contract, and in another case the target received additional 
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training that was initially agreed to by the perpetrator but then later became an object of 

resentment. In the final two cases the targets could only guess why they had been targeted. 

Ben: “She seemed to really resent the fact that we were doing our jobs efficiently and that 

we were continually praised for our efficiency at work…”.  

All of the targets perceived the emotionally manipulative behaviour as exclusionary in 

nature (Ostracism) and recalled feeling alienated from the team. 

Rosie: “… if we were in the tearoom together she wouldn't talk to me – she'd talk to people at 

the table – not me – and (.) she'd shut down…she's probably one of the worst I've come up 

against because it's a more difficult long term situation for me… I think it had a bigger 

impact on my self-esteem…”. 

Peta: “… she still does this thing where she comes in and says 'hello darling so and so' and 

'hello darling this person' and not say hello to me, or give out presents to everyone in the 

room except for me”. 

Lisa: “–um and so this particular person paired off with one other and it seemed to be that 

they'd formed a bit of a clique and it was to the exclusion of some of the other people there”. 

Kylie recalled hearing news from colleagues that the perpetrator had received a promotion. 

She congratulated the perpetrator: "Oh that’s fantastic! When did everyone find out? ...and 

she said oh I told the team ages ago – and I'm like (to herself) – ‘I’m pretty sure I’m part of 

the team’ (laughs)”. 

In addition to feeling ostracised, all the targets noticed that the perpetrator was actively 

attempting to turn others in the workplace against them (Undermining). In all but one case 

they were successful in efforts.  

Ben: “I was interviewed for the workers compensation case and then we never heard 

anything from here (.) it was all in limbo – but she'd obviously been talking to other people in 
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the laboratory and I never knew what she said to them because I started to get treated 

differently by everyone.” 

Rosie: “So yeah I found out that she was saying things behind my back to people in our 

department – in other departments which was very upsetting to me”. 

Kylie believed that the perpetrator was uncomfortable with the good working relationship she 

had with the office manager and it was not long before she began having difficulties with the 

office manager also: “In fact I started receiving email after email on things I was doing 

wrong in the office – I hadn’t parked a car right – I hadn’t done this right – I was starting to 

get really negative messages from her”. 

The majority of targets likened the punitive and petty nature of the emotionally 

manipulative behaviours of perpetrators to what you might see in the school yard (Emotional 

immaturity). 

Kylie: “…you’re not at school and you should include everyone – which is what I feel like – 

when you’re working somewhere – you say hi to everyone – you talk to everyone – you make 

everyone feel welcome and included”. 

Annabelle: “such high school things – especially you know, stupid comments…and they’d 

also do things like if I walked out into the shop to tidy up some clothing, they would call me 

on the extension so then I would run over to grab the phone – and then they would hang up”. 

Also contributing to a sense that the behaviours were driven by emotional immaturity 

were the difficulties targets and other organisation members had when attempting to resolve 

the issues with the perpetrator (Perpetrator actions during individual, organisation and third-

party interventions). 

 At an individual level, all targets wanted to seek a resolution with the perpetrator, but 

attempts to manage conflicts were often met with defensive behaviours that appeared 
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designed to instill doubt in the victim’s often plausible narrative of the perpetrator’s 

behaviours (i.e., ‘gaslighting’; Calef & Weinshel, 1981). When Peta explained that she was 

feeling uncomfortable about the explicit nature of the text messages she was receiving from 

the perpetrator the response was: “Well this is my personality, I can't help it, and I can't 

control the way you're feeling towards my messages… or things like that or 'you're being too 

moody' or 'you're the most sensitive person I've ever met.”  

 Similar defensive behaviours were observed during organisation-led interventions. 

For example, during mediation, Nelly and Peta recalled the perpetrator claiming that their 

concerns were a misunderstanding and “blown out of proportion”. Ben remembered a 

meeting whereby the perpetrator remained steadfast in her resolve that she had done nothing 

wrong, despite strong evidence to the contrary: 

 Ben: “When having these meetings I've always tried to self-reflect and expect that I would 

have a level of responsibility – it invariably takes two people – maybe to varying degrees 

– you know everyone has a role to play in these things – but I've never known anyone as 

staunchly uncompromising and unforgiving as her”. 

 In an example of a third-party led intervention, behaviour guidelines were set to 

ensure that both the target and perpetrator were never alone is the same room together. Peta 

remembered the perpetrator being very friendly and saying it was ok to be in the staff room 

together. Shortly after the perpetrator reported Peta to the manager for being in the staffroom 

while she was there. Subsequently the manager gave Peta a formal warning. 

The effect of the ongoing behaviours on the targets’ wellbeing was substantial in both 

pathways. Two recalled dreading having to come to work and three felt constantly frustrated 

with the situation. Three questioned their own sense of rationality and two described how 

their self-esteem and confidence was negatively affected. Two described the excess scrutiny 

they received as “very stressful”. High levels of stress were reported by five targets and sleep 
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disturbance in three. Seven reported symptoms of anxiety including feeling “nervy”, 

“wobbly”, “visibly shaking”, “panic attacks”, fear and hypervigilance. One participant 

disclosed feeling suicidal and another was diagnosed with adjustment disorder. It is important 

to know that in all but one case, participants felt they were functioning reasonably well prior 

to interacting with the perpetrator. One participant with a prior diagnosis of depression felt 

that her depression would have lifted faster had it not been for the impacts of the 

perpetrator’s behaviour.  

Discussion 

The aim of the current study was to enhance the understanding of emotional 

manipulation in the workplace by exploring the meanings and motives ascribed to 

emotionally manipulative behaviour by those having experienced it as victims. 

Understanding what targets perceive to be the motive of emotional manipulation might help 

develop our understanding of how to address such behaviours at work. The in-depth nature of 

interview research used here allowed us to closely examine and compare the construct of 

emotional manipulation to existing relatable constructs, such as social undermining.  

Two pathways representing perceived motive of emotionally manipulative behaviours 

were identified in Figure 6.1. Targets who perceived that self-gain was the underlying motive 

driving the perpetrator to emotionally manipulate informed the development of Pathway One 

explanations of emotionally manipulative behaviour in the workplace. This observation fits 

with the core conceptualisation of emotional manipulation as a behaviour undertaken to 

advance one’s own agenda (Austin et al., 2007), as well as with findings that the social 

motive of individuals who score high on the Dark Triad traits is status, rather than the 

development and maintenance of good relationships (Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 2018). In 

particular, behaviours such as the manipulation of communication networks to enhance 
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oneself, and the tendency to disparage others and create conflicts and rivalries among 

organisation members was reminiscent of anecdotes from individuals working with corporate 

psychopaths (Babiak & Hare, 2006) and descriptions of corporate psychopathy provided by 

human resource managers (Boddy, Miles, Sanyal, & Hartog 2015). Therefore, it appears that 

the distinction between premeditated types of emotional manipulation and corporate 

psychopathy lies where the behaviour occurs. While research on corporate psychopathy has 

been conducted in large, for-profit organisations, this research demonstrates the presence of 

emotional manipulation in a variety of settings, including large organisations, hospitals and 

schools.  

Themes of social undermining were also present in Pathway One, for example the 

disruption of social connections over time negatively impacted the target’s ability to achieve 

work-related goals. Further, it has been argued that social undermining might also serve a 

more instrumental purpose, such as aiding the perpetrator to gain higher relevant status over 

the target (Duffy et al., 2006). However, a key differentiating feature between perceived 

emotional manipulation and social undermining was the perpetrators’ attempts to impress 

those in key strategic positions. Therefore, an individual who emotionally manipulates others  

appears to be managing everyone within an organisation, whereas the act of social 

undermining is more limited in scope to getting ‘one up’ on another employee. Arguably, 

more people will be affected by emotionally manipulative behaviours in the workplace than 

social undermining, with the added disadvantage of organisational systems and procedures 

also being manipulated to suit the perpetrator.  

In Pathway One, two perpetrators held the top position in the workplace hierarchy and 

eight were in much more senior positions than the targets. Waldron and Krone (1991) 

suggested that an individual in a more senior position has the power to ‘get away with’ 

manipulating the emotions of other and a higher rank is perceived as the precursor to negative 
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behaviours in the construct of petty tyranny. However, in the current study, the perpetrator’s 

higher rank was not explicitly referred to by targets as causing the behaviours. Rather, they 

perceived that the consolidation and maintenance of power was the outcome of, rather than a 

precursor to, the manipulative behaviours. In line with Keashley’s (2001) assertion that 

power can be attained through means other than a higher position, in this study it appears that 

power was potentially gained through fostering credibility with key people, and neutralizing 

threats. Therefore, those perceived as emotionally manipulating others not only hold higher 

positions, but the consequences of their behaviours appear to secure their seniority, which is 

not a feature of petty tyranny 

In Pathway One, it is possible that targets may have underestimated other factors that 

may have been driving the behaviours beyond self-gain. This is understandable given that 

these situations are often invisible to the perceiver (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross & Nisbett, 

1991). For example, the perpetrator’s manager may have been putting pressure on them to 

meet certain targets and stress can more automatically influence perpetrator behaviour by 

limiting the individual’s ability to self-regulate their behaviour (see Rosen et al., 2016). 

Additionally, it has been demonstrated that in some circumstances, individuals with 

manipulative tendencies will act in socially undesirable ways in the belief that they are 

assisting, rather than harming, other individuals (Tortoriello & Hart, 2019; Tortoriello et al., 

2019). That said, opinions of behaviours were also formed with information from others, thus 

providing some supporting evidence for the targets’ assertions. 

Compared to the number of perpetrators in senior positions in Pathway One, only 

three perpetrators were in management roles in Pathway Two. Specifically, in Pathway Two, 

none of the targets believed that perpetrators were mistreating them in an attempt to advance 

their own standing within the organisation. Rather, they believed the motivations of the 

perpetrator’s behaviours centred on reprisal. Therefore, in contrast to Pathway One, wherein 
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the behaviours described reflected a level of interpersonal skill and calculation (and perhaps 

more representative of the ‘Dark side of emotional intelligence’), the behaviours in Pathway 

Two were considered more emotionally immature. Of note, the behaviours experienced by 

targets in both pathways had a destructive impact on the emotional functioning of the targets. 

The findings suggest that individuals can succeed in manipulating the emotions of others 

irrespective of their level of interpersonal abilities.  

It is also possible that the loss of the original good working relationship was a 

contributing factor to the emotional distress experienced by targets in Pathway Two, as well 

as the loss of a sense of belongingness that can occur when one is no longer accepted as a 

member of a group (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Finally, rapid deterioration in a relationship 

could arguably cause one to speculate about the authenticity of the original relationship. All 

these factors may have contributed to the target feeling manipulated beyond the intent of the 

perceived perpetrator.  

The negative behaviours experienced by targets in Pathway Two largely align with 

relational aggression, whereby the goal of the behaviour is to use an individual’s peer 

relationships as a tool to intentionally inflict harm upon them through methods such as 

spreading gossip, exclusionary behaviours and ignoring (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Crick, 

1996). Relational aggression is typically researched in school-aged populations, as it is 

considered a normative behaviour that arises as children develop the social and perspective 

skills necessary to manipulate others (Crick et al., 1999; Kaukiainen et al., 1999). More 

chronic persistent patterns of relational aggression could indicate a degree of personality 

pathology, such as Borderline Personality Disorder (e.g., Banny, Tseng, Murray-Close, 

Pitula, & Crick, 2014) and Narcissistic Personality Disorder (Reardon, Tackett, & Lynam, 

2017). It is feasible that the emotional immaturity assigned to the perpetrators’ behaviours by 
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targets in the current study could be indicative of impairments of interpersonal functioning in 

the perpetrator arising from a level of psychopathology.  

With respect to the literature on workplace aggression, derivations of relational 

aggression exist in the constructs of ostracism, social undermining, and mobbing. The 

punitive nature of the behaviours in pathway two was more in line with the definition of 

purposeful ostracism (exclusionary behaviours with malicious intent) compared to non-

purposeful ostracism (unintentional exclusionary behaviours) (Robinson, O’Reilly, & Wang, 

2013). Behaviours culminating in social undermining included perceptions of the 

perpetrators’ attempts to turn others against targets. For three targets, a consequence of this 

behaviour was that they were targeted negatively by other employees within the organisation. 

‘Mobbing’ is defined as the repetitive aggressive targeting of an individual by group of 

individuals (see Westhues, 2002; Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2011). Therefore, while 

the initial behaviours were thought to be reactions to the incident, the enduring and 

sometimes escalating pattern in the behaviours suggest that there were factors beyond the 

initial incident which may have accounted for the negative behaviours. It might be that the 

targets had difficulty perceiving the dynamics of situation accurately, or perhaps the 

perpetrators’ recruitment of other individuals to join in on mistreating the target reinforced 

the behaviours. Notably, in Pathway One, targets also described attempts by the perpetrator 

to turn other people against them; however, there was no mention of the behaviours evolving 

into mobbing. It was more apparent that the perpetrators in Pathway One were turning 

everyone against each other, rather than everyone against one person. 

A variety of intervention methods were attempted across Pathways One and Two 

including direct confrontations, mediations and externally led investigations. In Pathway 

One, targets described perpetrators as successfully able to derail any attempt to resolve the 

conflict. In Pathway Two it appears that perpetrators became more cemented in their position 



154 

 

 

 

 

 

of denying any culpability. In the latter case, the rigid behaviour reflects a ‘hardening of 

perspectives’ that can occur when conflicts escalate beyond the initial incident, rendering 

intervention attempts ineffective (see Glasl, 1994; Zapf & Gross, 2001). 

Unlike in the more reactive forms of manipulative behaviour to a trigger in Pathway 

Two, there was no clear defining trigger to the behaviours in Pathway One. As such, the 

duration of the process targets undertook to make sense of the perpetrators’ behaviours 

spanned between six months and in some cases up to two years. This was likely due to 

commingling of the perpetrators’ positive behaviours with negative (referred to by one target 

as being on a ‘see-saw’), thus increasing their ambiguity. Additionally, many of the 

consequences of the behaviours described, such as the altering of communication systems, 

would have taken some time to develop. Unfortunately, the relative chance of successful 

intervention diminishes the longer the behaviours go unnoticed.  

Implications 

This study highlights the precarious position, both emotionally and professionally, 

that targets can be placed in when confronted with behaviours they perceive as manipulative. 

When chances for reconciliation are low, options for targets might be limited to leaving the 

organisation, which may not be possible for everyone, and it also increases the likelihood of 

ongoing, if not escalation, of emotionally manipulative behaviours that render workplaces 

psychologically unsafe. Consequently, harm minimisation approaches are necessary. For 

those dealing with more calculated manipulative behaviour, it might be wise to assess how to 

better connect with key decision makers within an organisation. Although some people may 

not feel comfortable self-promoting, maintaining a strong open connection with key decision 

makers could make it more difficult for manipulative individual to interfere. Also, more 

people-oriented (rather than self-oriented) individuals should consider applying for 
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management positions, even if that means stepping out of their comfort zones. This would 

block those wish to advance at the cost of the wellbeing of others, from gaining such power. 

The current study highlights the relative ease with which an individual, sometimes 

unknowingly, can become resented in the workplace as a result of the emotionally 

manipulative behaviours of others. For individuals who find themselves in positions of being 

excluded, seeking support within and external to the organisation is recommended in order to 

protect their psychological wellbeing.  

To our knowledge, there are no existing studies that examine how organisations may 

successfully manage the behaviours of someone perceived as manipulative, or exhibiting 

anti-social behaviours. One study found that techniques favoured by consultants to resolve 

conflict labelled as bullying include mediation, coaching and organizational development, 

although to date there is no research evidence to support these methods (Saam, 2010). 

Furthermore, interventions attempting to reach a fair outcome have been demonstrated to 

trigger manipulative behaviour in individuals scoring high on Machiavellianism, a construct 

related to emotional manipulation (Badawy et al., 2018). Therefore, evaluation of any 

intervention technique needs to take into account the propensity for someone with a tendency 

to manipulate others to deflect accountability, and subsequently increase the risk of harm to 

individuals who have already been victimised. 

Limitations 

The fact that people were reporting retrospectively is both a strength and limitation of 

the study. Because the majority of participants were no longer working with the perpetrators, 

it is likely that they would have felt freer to be honest and to discuss their perceptions without 

fear of retribution, leading to more accurate reports of problematic behaviours. However, it 

remains possible that those perceptions may have shifted over time, and thus may not reflect 

the experience of those currently experiencing manipulation in the workplace. To reduce the 
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retrospective bias and post-hoc reinterpretation issues, future studies attempting to capture a 

dynamic/dyadic process might consider taking a more prospective approach by identifying 

individuals who are experiencing emotionally manipulative behaviours and then asking them 

offer their insights as the interactions with the perpetrator unfold (see Golan & Bamberger, 

2015). Ideally, a research design that incorporates the perspectives of both the target and 

alleged perpetrator would help elucidate the extent to which behaviours, which are perceived 

as emotionally manipulative by a target, are actually well-intentioned from the perspective of 

the perpetrator. 

To further strengthen the validity of the interpretations of perpetrators’ behaviours, 

future research could use multiple informants to report on an individual. Given that many 

people appeared to be affected by manipulative behaviour, key stakeholder perspectives 

would be valuable to consider, including those in positions of authority over the perpetrator 

(if applicable), and those involved in resolving issues. This type of analysis may reveal 

important insights into how position might affect what people perceive as manipulative and 

reveal individual differences in how people perceive and manage manipulation in the 

workplace. 

Participants who believed they had been emotionally manipulated were asked to 

volunteer for the study, which may have introduced a self-selection bias. It is possible that the 

sample represents a subset of individuals who feel comfortable sharing their personal 

experiences. Future studies should consider a random sampling method to avoid this issue 

and improve the external validity of the findings.  

Conclusion 

 There appears to be a higher level of calculation in instrumental forms of emotional 

manipulation compared to relationally aggressive behaviours, which might reflect more 

developed emotional intelligence in perpetrators. While considered less subtle and 



157 

 

 

 

 

 

emotionally immature, relationally aggressive manipulation was as detrimental to an 

individual’s wellbeing and resistant to intervention attempts as instrumental aggression. 

Future research examining the efficacy of interventions need to be assessed as to their ability 

to withstand manipulative behaviours and cater for those who may genuinely lack insight into 

their behaviours. Until such point, victims, and employees more generally, should take steps 

to buffer themselves from such behaviours by actively fostering both professional and social 

support networks within the organisation. 

  



158 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

Andersson, L. M., & Pearson, C. M. (1999). Tit for tat? The spiraling effect of incivility in 

the workplace. The Academy of Management Review, 24(3), 452-471. 

doi:10.2307/259136 

Ashforth, B. E. (1994). Petty tyranny in organizations. Human Relations, 47(7), 755-778. 

doi:10.1177/001872679404700701 

Ashforth, B. E. (1997). Petty tyranny in organizations: A preliminary examination of 

antecedents and consequences. Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences, 14(2), 

126-140. doi:10.1111/j.1936-4490.1997.tb00124.x 

Austin, E. J., Farrelly, D., Black, C., & Moore, H. (2007). Emotional intelligence, 

Machiavellianism and emotional manipulation: Does EI have a dark side? Personality 

and Individual Differences, 43(1), 179-189. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2006.11.019 

Austin, E. J., Saklofske, D. H., Smith, M., & Tohver, G. (2014). Associations of the 

managing the emotions of others (MEOS) scale with personality, the Dark Triad and 

trait EI. Personality and Individual Differences, 65, 8-13. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.060 

Archer, J., & Coyne, S. M. (2005). An integrated review of indirect, relational, and social 

aggression. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 9, 212–230. 

doi:10.1207/s15327957pspr0903_2 

Babiak, P., & Hare, R. D. (2006). Snakes in suits: When psychopaths go to work: New York, 

NY: Regan Books/Harper Collins Publishers.  

Babiak, P., Neumann, C. S., & Hare, R. D. (2010). Corporate psychopathy: Talking the walk. 

Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 28(2), 174-193. doi:10.1002/bsl.925  



159 

 

 

 

 

 

Badawy, R. L., Brouer, R. L., & Fabrizio, E. A. (2018). When do Machs feel threatened? An 

investigation into fair situations. Journal of Research in Personality, 74, 50-55. 

doi:10.1016/j.jrp.2018.02.004 

Banny, A. M., Tseng, W. L., Murray-Close, D., Pitula, C. E., & Crick, N. R. (2014). 

Borderline personality features as a predictor of forms and functions of aggression 

during middle childhood: Examining the roles of gender and physiological reactivity. 

Development and Psychopathology, 26, 789-804. doi:10.1017/S095457941400039X 

Baumeister, R. F., Smart, L., & Boden, J. M. (1996). Relation of threatened egotism to 

violence and aggression: The dark side of high self-esteem. Psychological Review, 

103(1), 5-33. doi:10.1037/0033-295X.103.1.5 

Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, E., Muraven, M., & Tice, D. M. (1998). Ego depletion: Is the 

active self a limited resource? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(5), 

1252-1265. doi:10.1037//0022-3514.74.5.1252 

Baumeister, R., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal 

attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117, 497-

529. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497 

Boddy, C., Miles, D., Sanyal, C., & Hartog, M. (2015) Extreme managers, extreme 

workplaces: Capitalism, organizations and corporate psychopaths. Organization, 22, 

530-551. doi:10.1177/1350508415572508 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Buss, A. H. (1961). The psychology of aggression. Hoboken, NJ, US: John Wiley & Sons 

Inc.  

Christie, R., & Geis, F. L. (1970). Studies in Machiavellianism. New York: Academic Press.  

https://doi.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497


160 

 

 

 

 

 

Crick, N. R. (1996). The role of overt aggression, relational aggression, and prosocial 

behavior in the prediction of children’s future social adjustment. Child Development, 

67, 2317–2327. doi:10.2307/ 1131625 

Crick, N. R., Werner, N. E., Casas, J. F., O’Brien, K. M., Nelson, D. A., Grotpeter, J. K., & 

Markon, K. (1999). Childhood aggression and gender: A new look at an old problem. 

In D. Bernstein (Ed.), Gender and motivation (pp. 75–141). Lincoln, NE: University 

of Nebraska Press. 

Crossley, C. D. (2009). Emotional and behavioral reactions to social undermining: A closer 

look at perceived offender motives. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 

Processes, 108(1), 14-24. doi:10.1016/j.obhdp.2008.06.001 

Donald, J. N., & Atkins, P. W. B. (2016). Mindfulness and coping with stress: Do levels of 

perceived stress matter? Mindfulness, 7, 1423-1436. doi:10.1007/s12671-016-0584-y. 

Duffy, M. K., Daniel, C. G., & Milan, P. (2002). Social undermining in the workplace. 

Academy of Management Journal, 45(2), 331-351. doi:10.5465/3069350 

Duffy, M. K., Shaw, J. D., Scott, K. L., & Tepper, B. J. (2006). Self concept and personality 

moderators of aggressive responses to group undermining. Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 91, 1066–1077. doi:10.1016/j.obhdp.2006.04.005 

Duffy, M. K., Ganster, D. C., Shaw, J. D., Johnson, J. L., & Pagon, M. (2006). The social 

context of undermining behavior at work. Organizational Behavior and Human 

Decision Processes, 101(1), 105-126. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.91.5.1066 

Duffy, M. K., Scott, K. L., Shaw, J. D., Tepper, B. J., & Aquino, K. (2012). A social context 

model of envy and social undermining. Academy of Management Journal, 55(3), 643-

666. doi:10.5465/amj.2009.0804 

Einarsen, S., Hoel, H., Zapf, D., & Cooper, C. L. (2011). The concept of bullying and 

harassment at work: The European tradition. In S. Einarsen, H. Hoel, D. Zapf, & C. L. 



161 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooper (Eds.), Bullying and harassment in the workplace. Developments in theory, 

research, and practice (pp. 3–40) (2nd ed.). Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press. 

Furnham, A., Richards, S. C., & Paulhus, D. L. (2013). The Dark Triad of personality: A 10 

year review. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 7(3), 199-216. doi: 

10.1111/spc3.12018 

Gerth, H. H., & Mills, W. C. (1953). Character and social structure: The psychology of 

social institutions. New York: Harcourt, Brace. 

Gilbert, D. T., & Malone, P. S. (1995). The correspondence bias. Psychological Bulletin, 

117(1), 21-38. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.117.1.21 

Gioia, D. A., Corley, K. G., & Hamilton, A. L. (2012). Seeking qualitative rigor in inductive 

research: Notes on the Gioia methodology. Organizational Research Methods, 16(1), 

15-31. doi:10.1177/1094428112452151 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (2009). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers. 

Glasl, F. (1994) Konfliktmanagement. Ein Handbuch für Führungskräfte und Berater 

[Conflict management: A handbook for managers and consultants]. Haupt. 

Gleser, G. C., & Ihilevich, D. (1969). An objective instrument for measuring defense 

mechanisms. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 33(1), 51-60. 

doi:10.1037/h0027381 

Golan, M. E., & Bamberger, P. A. (2015). Mapping the emergent choreography of assistance: 

The dynamics of dyadic peer helping relations in organizations. Academy of 

Management Discoveries, 1, 124–149. doi: 10.5465/amd.2013.0021. 

Grieve, R., & Mahar, D. (2010). The emotional manipulation-psychopathy nexus: 

Relationships with emotional intelligence, alexithymia and ethical position. 



162 

 

 

 

 

 

Personality and Individual Differences, 48(8), 945-950. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2010.02.028 

Grieve, R., & Panebianco, L. (2013). Assessing the role of aggression, empathy, and self-

serving cognitive distortions in trait emotional manipulation. Australian Journal of 

Psychology, 65(2), 79-88. doi:10.1111/j.1742-9536.2012.00059.x 

Hassard, J., Teoh, K. R. H., Visockaite, G., Dewe, P., & Cox, T. (2018). The financial burden 

of psychosocial workplace aggression: A systematic review of cost-of-illness studies. 

Work & Stress, 32(1), 6-32. doi:10.1080/02678373.2017.1380726 

Hennink, M.M., Kaiser, B.N., & Marconi, V.C. (2017). Code saturation versus meaning 

saturation: how many interviews are enough? Qualitative Health Research, 27, 591-

608. doi: 10.1177/1049732316665344 

Hyde, J., & Grieve, R. (2014). Able and willing: Refining the measurement of emotional 

manipulation. Personality and Individual Differences, 64, 131-134. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2014.02.036 

Hyde, J., & Grieve, R. (2018). The dark side of emotion at work: Emotional manipulation in 

everyday and work place contexts. Personality and Individual Differences, 129, 108-

113. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2018.03.025 

Jonason, P. K., Slomski, S., & Partyka, J. (2012). The Dark Triad at work: How toxic 

employees get their way. Personality and Individual Differences, 52(3), 449-453. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2011.11.008 

Jonason, P. K., & Zeigler-Hill, V. (2018). The fundamental social motives that characterize 

dark personality traits. Personality and Individual Differences, 132, 98–107. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2018.05.031 



163 

 

 

 

 

 

Jones, D. N., & Paulhus, D. L. (2011). The role of impulsivity in the Dark Triad of 

personality. Personality and Individual Differences, 51(5), 679-682. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2011.04.011 

Kaukiainen, A., Björkqvist, K., Lagerspetz, K., Österman, K., Salmivalli, C., Rothberg, S., & 

Ahlbom, A. (1999). The relationships between social intelligence, empathy, and three 

types of aggression. Aggressive Behavior, 25, 81– 89. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1098-2337 

Keashly, L., Trott, V., & MacLean, L. M. (1994). Abusive behavior in the workplace: A 

preliminary investigation. Violence and Victims, 9(4), 341-357. doi:10.1891/0886-

6708.9.4.341  

Keashly, L. (2001). Interpersonal and systemic aspects of emotional abuse at work: The 

target's perspective. Violence and Victims, 16(3), 233-268. doi:10.1891/0886-

6708.16.3.233 

Kernis, M. H., Grannemann, B. D., & Barclay, L. C. (1989). Stability and level of self-esteem 

as predictors of anger arousal and hostility. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 56(6), 1013-1022. doi:10.1037//0022-3514.56.6.1013 

Kilduff, M., Chiaburu, D. S., & Menges, J. I. (2010). Strategic use of emotional intelligence 

in organizational settings: Exploring the dark side. Research in Organizational 

Behavior, 30, 129-152. doi:10.1016/j.riob.2010.10.002  

Malterud, K., Siersma, V. D., & Guassora, A. D. (2016). Sample size in qualitative interview 

studies: Guided by information power. Qualitative Health Research, 26(13), 1753-

1760. doi:10.1177/1049732315617444 

McConnell-Henry, T., James, A., Chapman, Y., & Francis, K. (2009). Researching with 

people you know: Issues in interviewing. Contemporary Nurse: A Journal for the 

Australian Nursing Profession, 34(1), 2-9. doi:10.5172/conu.2009.34.1.002 



164 

 

 

 

 

 

Nagler, U. K. J., Reiter, K. J., Furtner, M. R., & Rauthmann, J. F. (2014). Is there a “dark 

intelligence”? Emotional intelligence is used by dark personalities to emotionally 

manipulate others. Personality and Individual Differences, 65, 47-52. doi: 

10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.025 

Neuman, J. H., & Baron, R. A. (1997). Aggression in the workplace. In R. A. Giacalone & J. 

Greenberg (Eds.). Antisocial behavior in organizations. (pp. 37-67). Thousand Oaks, 

CA, US: Sage Publications, Inc. 

O'Boyle Jr, E. H., Forsyth, D. R., Banks, G. C., & McDaniel, M. A. (2012). A meta-analysis 

of the Dark Triad and work behavior: A social exchange perspective. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 97(3), 557-579. doi:10.1037/a0025679 

O'Reilly, C. A., Doerr, B., &Chatman, J. A. (2018). “See You in Court”: How CEO 

narcissism increases firms' vulnerability to lawsuits. Leadership Quarterly (29), 365-

378. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.08.001 

Park, C. L. (2004). The notion of growth following stressful life experiences: Problems and 

prospects. Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 69-76. doi:10.1207/s15327965pli150101 

Paulhus, D. L., & Williams, K. M. (2002). The Dark Triad of personality: Narcissism, 

Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Journal of Research in Personality, 36(6), 556-

563. doi:10.1016/S0092-6566(02)00505-6 

Petrides, K. V., Pita, R., & Kokkinaki, F. (2007). The location of trait emotional intelligence 

in personality factor space. British Journal of Psychology, 98(2), 273-289. 

doi:10.1348/000712606X120618 

Pincus, A. L., Ansell, E. B., Pimentel, C. A., Cain, N. M., Wright, A. G. C., & Levy, K. N. 

(2009). Initial construction and validation of the Pathological Narcissism Inventory. 

Psychological Assessment, 21(3), 365-379. doi:10.1037/a0016530 



165 

 

 

 

 

 

QSR International Pty Ltd. (2014). NVivo qualitative data analysis Software (Version 10). 

Retrieved from http://www.qsrinternational.com/ 

Reardon, K. W., Tackett, J. L., & Lynam, D. (2018). The personality context of relational 

aggression: A five-factor model profile analysis. Personality Disorders: Theory, 

Research, and Treatment, 9, 228-238. doi:10.1037/per0000231 

Reeder, G. D., Ronk, M. J., Lawrence, M., Vonk, R., & Ham, J. (2004). Dispositional 

attribution: Multiple inferences about motive-related traits. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 86(4), 530-544. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.86.4.530 

Robinson, S. L., O’Reilly, J., & Wang, W. (2013). Invisible at work: An integrated model of 

workplace ostracism. Journal of Management, 39(1), 203–231. 

doi:10.1177/0149206312466141  

Rosenfeld, P. (1995). Impression management in organizations: Theory, measurement, 

practice. New York: Routledge. 

Ross, L., & Nisbett, R. E. (1991). The person and the situation: Perspectives of social 

psychology. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company. 

Saam, N. J. (2010). Interventions in workplace bullying: A multilevel approach. European 

Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 19(1), 51-75. 

doi:10.1080/13594320802651403 

Schütte, N., Blickle, G., Frieder, R. E., Wihler, A., Schnitzler, F., Heupel, J., & Zettler, I. 

(2018). The role of interpersonal influence in counter-balancing psychopathic 

personality trait facets at work. Journal of Management, 44, 1338 –1368. 

doi:10.1177/0149206315607967 

Tong, A., Sainsbury, P., & Craig, J. (2007). Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative 

research (COREQ): a 32-item checklist for interviews and focus groups. Journal of 

http://www.qsrinternational.com/


166 

 

 

 

 

 

the International Society for Quality in Health Care, 19(6), 349-357. 

doi:10.1093/intqhc/mzm042 

Waldron, V. R. (2000). Emotion in organizations (2 ed.). London: SAGE Publications Ltd.  

Waldron, V. R., & Krone, K. J. (1991). The experience and expression of emotion in the 

workplace: A study of a corrections organization. Management Communication 

Quarterly, 4(3), 287-309. doi:10.1177/0893318991004003002 

Westhues, K. (2002). At the mercy of the MOB. Occupational Health & Safety Canada, 

18(8), 30-34. 

Zapf, D., & Gross, C. (2001). Conflict escalation and coping with workplace bullying: A 

replication and extension. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 

10, 497–522. doi:10.1080/13594320143000834 

  



167 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendices 

Appendix C 

 

COREQ (COnsolidated criteria for REporting Qualitative research) Checklist. 

 

A checklist of items that should be included in reports of qualitative research. You must 

report the page number in your manuscript where you consider each of the items listed in this 

checklist. If you have not included this information, either revise your manuscript 

accordingly before submitting or note N/A 

 

Topic Item 

No. 

Guide Questions/Description Reported 

on Page 

No. 

Domain 1: Research 

team 

and reflexivity 

   

Personal 

characteristics 

   

Interviewer/facilitator 1 Which author/s conducted the interview 

or focus group? 

134 

Credentials 2 What were the researcher’s credentials? 

e.g. PhD, MD 

134 

Occupation 3 What was their occupation at the time of 

the study 

134 

Gender 4 Was the researcher male or female? 134 

Experience and 

Training 

5 What experience or training did the 

researcher have? 

134 

Relationship with 

participants 

   

Relationship 

established 

6 Was a relationship established prior to 

study commencement? 

135 

Participant 

knowledge of the 

interviewer 

7 What did the participants know about 

the researcher? e.g. personal goals, 

reasons for doing the research 

135 

Interviewer 

characteristics 

8 What characteristics were reported 

about the interviewer/facilitator? e.g. 

Bias, assumptions, reason, and interests 

in the research topic 

135 

Domain 2: Study 

design 

   

Theoretical 

framework 

  134 

Methodological 

orientation and 

Theory 

 What methodological orientation was 

stated to underpin the study? e.g. 

grounded theory, discourse analysis, 

ethnography, phenomenology, and 

content 

analysis 

134 
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Participant selection    

Sampling 10 How were participants selected? e.g. 

purposive, convenience, consecutive, 

and 

snowball 

133 

Method of approach 11 How were participants approached? e.g. 

face-to-face, telephone, mail, and email 

133 

Sample size 12 How many participants were in the 

study?  

133 

Non-participation 13 How many people refused to participate 

or dropped out? Reasons? 

N/A  

Setting    

Setting of data 

collection 

14 Where was the data collected? e.g. 

home, 

clinic, and workplace 

133 

Presence of non-

participants 

15 Was anyone else present besides the 

participants and researchers? 

133 

Description of 

sample 

16 What are the important characteristics of 

the sample? e.g. demographic data and 

date 

133, 

Appendix 

E 

Data collection    

Interview guide 17 Were questions, prompts, guides 

provided by the authors? Was it pilot 

tested? 

135 

Repeat interviews 18 Were repeat interviews carried out? If 

yes, how many? 

N/A 

Audio/visual 

recording 

19 Did the research use audio or visual 

recording to collect the data? 

136 

Field notes 20 Were field notes made during and/or 

after the interview or focus group? 

136 

Duration 21 What was the duration of the interviews 

or focus group? 

136 

Data saturation 22 Was data saturation discussed 134 

Transcripts returned 23 Were transcripts returned to participants 

for comment and/or correction? 

136 

Domain 3: analysis 

and findings 

   

Data analysis    

Number of data 

coders 

24 How many data coders coded the data? 136 

Description of the 

coding tree 

25 Did the authors provide a description of 

the coding tree? 

136 

Derivation of themes 26 Were themes identified in advance or 

derived from the data? 

136 

Software  27 What software, if applicable, was used 

to manage the data? 

136 

Participant checking  28 Did participants provide feedback on the 

findings? 

136 

Reporting    
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Quotations presented 29 Were participant quotations presented to 

illustrate the themes/findings? Was each 

quotation identified? e.g. participant 

number 

139-147 

Data and findings 

consistent  

30 Was there consistency between the data 

presented and the findings? 

139-156 

Clarity of major 

themes 

31 Were major themes clearly presented in 

the findings? 

139-147 

Clarity of minor 

themes 

32 Is there a description of diverse cases or 

discussion of minor themes? 

150-151- 

 

Developed from: Tong A., Sainsbury P., & Craig, J. (2007). Consolidated criteria for 

reporting qualitative research (COREQ): A 32-item checklist for interviews and focus 

groups. International Journal for Quality in Health Care, (19)6, 349-357. doi: 

10.1093/intqhc/mzm042  
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Appendix D 

 

Interview Schedule 

 

Opening 

[shake hands] My name is Jane Hyde and I am the student researcher on this project. Thanks 

for coming in, did you find the place ok?  

I would like to ask you some questions about some experiences you have had in the 

workplace if that’s ok?  

I hope that with this information we can learn more about how to help people in similar 

situations.  

The interview will take approximately 90 minutes, does that sound ok to you? If you need a 

break at any time don’t hesitate to ask me.  

Body 

Overview 

So you are here with me today because you’ve had some unpleasant experiences in the 

workplace. We’re going to talk a bit about that now if that’s ok. Firstly I’ll just ask you for 

some questions about the type of work you were doing in and the nature of the organisation. 

Then, if it suits you, I’d like to learn more about your experience of feeling emotionally 

manipulated in the workplace. Does that sound ok to you? If we could refer to the person 

who manipulated you as the ‘perpetrator’ that will avoid us mentioning names. Does that 

work for you? 

Topic A Demographics 

What was your role at the time? 

How long had you been with the organisation? 

 

Topic B Characteristics of the perpetrator 

What was the role of the perpetrator(s)? 

How many people were being managed or co-workers of the perpetrator?  

How much of your work required approval of the perpetrator? 

How long had the perpetrator been in their position? 

Do you know where they worked beforehand and why they may have left?  

How did the perpetrator get along with others in the workplace/outside of work?  
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Topic C – Expectations and Organisational response 

When you felt like something was not quite right, what did you do?  

If you did highlight there was an issue, what was the response? 

What did you expect the response to be? 

What impact did the response have on your wellbeing? 

Did others affected in the workplace use the same approach? How did that go? How did they 

react? Was there anyone in the organisation that was not affected by the perpetrator? Why do 

you think that was?  

 

Topic D – Behaviour analysis (context)  

When did you recognise that something wasn’t quite right? 

How did you figure out that something wasn’t quite right? 

When you identified that you were a target of the perpetrator how did you react?  

What behaviours did you observe at work?  

Can you remember what may have caused specific behaviours?  

Can you remember what your/perpetrators reaction was following an event? How did it affect 

how you approached your work? How did affect how the perpetrator worked? What do you 

think the perpetrator gained from their actions?  

 

Topic E – Effects on emotional wellbeing and work performance (ongoing 

What emotions did you experience at work during this time?  

Do you think that your emotion may have affected the way you viewed the perpetrator. For 

example, sometimes when people are depressed, they tend to only pick up on negative stuff 

happening around them. With this is mind, do you think this might have applied to you or 

others in the workplace at any stage during your time working with the perpetrator?  

Conclusion 

I appreciate the time you have taken to do this interview – we covered a lot of ground. Is 

there anything else you’d like to add? Is there anything you would like to ask me about the 

research? You do have the option to review the audiotape – would you like to listen back on 

the interview? Here are my contact details if you would like to reach me in the future. 
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Appendix E 

 

Target Pseudonym and Role, Perpetrator Gender, Approximate Age and Role 

 

 

Target Perpetrator 

Pseudonym Role Gender  Age  Role 

1.Jenny Hospital reception 

and preparation of 

patients for surgery 

F  50s Administration manager 

2.Kate Warehouse 

supervisor 

M 50s Middle manager  

3.Belinda Second in charge at 

a franchise 

M 50s Franchise owner and state buyer 

4.Megan Babysitter F 40s Mother of child with special needs 

being looked after 

5.Robert Research assistant M 40s Senior post doctorate colleague 

6.Peta Hospital 

pharmacist 

F 30s Pharmacy assistant 

7.Annabelle Sales assistant  F 65 Direct area manager 

8.Kylie Support worker F Middle 

aged 

Senior manager 

9.Thomas  IT worker M 60s Manager of another team 

10.Louise  ESL teacher  F 30s Deputy principal 

11.Daniel 1. Marketing 

manager 

F Late 30s Senior marketing manager 

 2. Marketing 

manager 

M Early 40s CEO/owner 

12. Ben Lab worker F 40s Lab worker  

13.Lisa Intern allied health 

professional 

F Late 20s Co–intern allied health professional 

14. Fred Psychiatry registrar F Unknown Psychiatrist 

15. Rosie 1. Make-up counter 

sales assistant 

F 46 Direct manager 

 2. Counsellor F 46 Manager (also Counsellor) 

16. Nelly Physiotherapist F Late 20s Co-worker (occupational therapist) 

17.Audrey School Special 

needs worker 

F 60s Manager special needs 

18. Mike Chiropractor 

(owner) 

M 30s Employee (chiropractor) 

19. Freya Librarian M 50s Senior librarian 

20. Diana Senior academic F  Acting head of school 

21. Eliza Child nurse F 40s Department manager 

22. Tim Mental health 

nurse 

F 40s Department manager 

23. Stephanie Teacher M 40s Principal 
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Chapter 7: Study 5 

 

 

 

  

Threatened by Social Cohesion at Work? Counter-Normative Reactions from 

Employees with Dark Personality Traits and Behaviours  

 

 

 

 

*Hyde, J., Grieve, R., Norris, K., & Kemp N. (submitted). Threatened by social cohesion at 

work? Counter-normative reactions from employees with dark personality traits and 

behaviours. Submitted to Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. 
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Abstract 

Some individuals manipulate the emotions of others to achieve their own goals. However, 

little is known about the drivers of emotionally manipulative behaviour in the workplace. 

This study aimed to evaluate whether socially cohesive environments are threatening for 

males and females with tendencies to manipulate others. Participants were 109 female and 

139 male employees (N = 248) who reported levels of threat to a hypothetical vignette 

describing a socially cohesive workplace environment. In addition, they reported their 

willingness to emotionally manipulate others and completed measures assessing traits of the 

Dark Triad and contingent self-esteem. Significant gender differences emerged. In males, 

engaging in malicious forms of emotional manipulation, as well as higher levels of both 

psychopathy and contingent self-esteem, significantly predicted levels of threat to social 

cohesion. In females, only willingness to emotionally manipulate others maliciously 

positively predicted threat to social cohesion. Organisations with, or striving to create, 

harmonious working environments should be aware that male and female employees with 

manipulative tendencies may not respond favourably. In particular, strong social bonds 

between co-workers elicit more discomfort in males with fragile self-esteem and callous 

emotional traits, who seek to advance themselves at the cost of others using a range of 

manipulative techniques.  

Keywords: Dark Triad; emotional manipulation; threat; social cohesion; contingent 

self-esteem; workplace, gender differences 
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Introduction 

Emotional manipulation is a behaviour designed to influence the actions of others to 

suit manipulators’ needs (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & Moore, 2007). People who engage in 

emotionally manipulative behaviours might attempt to evoke negative emotions in others 

(such as guilt and shame), but also might use more covert strategies such as offering 

reassurance and complimenting others in order to influence the behaviours of their targets in 

line with their own agendas (Austin & O'Donnell, 2013; Hyde & Grieve, 2018). In the 

workplace, this maladaptive emotional approach is relatively common, with up to 30 percent 

of employees using malicious emotional manipulation approaches, and up to 70 percent 

engaging in some form of disingenuous emotional manipulation (Hyde & Grieve, 2018). 

However, little is known about the situational contexts that may drive maladaptive 

behaviours (Badawy, Brouer, & Fabrizio, 2018). In assessing an individual’s reactions to 

situations that could objectively be perceived as ‘fair’, Badawy et al. (2018) showed that 

those with manipulative tendencies were more threatened by a hypothetically fair situation at 

work, compared to individuals with non-manipulative tendencies. In order to extend the line 

of research examining counter-normative reactions in various workplace scenarios, this study 

aimed to examine whether socially cohesive work environments create perceptions of threat 

in individuals who emotionally manipulate others.  

Team Social Cohesiveness and Threat 

Cohesion is a measure of the strength of the bonds amongst team members, as well as 

an indication of how unified a team is in achieving team goals (Carron, 1982; Festinger, 

1950). Higher levels of cohesiveness within teams predict better work performance (Beal, 

Cohen, Burke, & McLendon, 2003; Castano, Watts, & Tekleab, 2013) because a more 

unified team can work more efficiently (Beal et al., 2003) and is more committed to work 

tasks. There are several individual team member factors that are considered important. These 
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include the establishment and maintenance of cohesiveness, including good communication 

skills, the ability to adapt to changing team demands, and the ability to gauge the needs of 

other team members (Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993). More emotionally 

intelligent team members are also more likely to form strong bonds within a team due to their 

ability to regulate their emotions. This leads to more positive group interactions (Barrick, 

Stewart, Neubert, & Mount, 1998) and higher levels of empathy, which reflects their capacity 

to attend to the feelings and needs of other team members (George, 2000). 

Threat evaluation is a measure of one’s potential loss of control in a particular 

situation which will lead to a sense of personal loss (Jackson & Dutton, 1988). Perceived loss 

of control is measured by an individual’s evaluation of their available resources to manage 

the situation, including physical, social, psychological and material factors (Elst, Witte, & 

Cuyper, 2014). In a recent qualitative study (Hyde, Grieve, Norris, & Kemp, submitted, 

Chapter 6), a subset of victims, who perceived themselves as being targets of emotional 

manipulation, described perpetrators as creating divisions and tension between employees. 

Examples of divisive behaviours included the spreading of falsehoods, and restricting the 

victims’ ability to communicate with individuals of key strategic importance. It was 

hypothesised that the perpetrators of emotional manipulation were able to both deflect and 

circumvent unwanted attention from themselves through actions such as pitting employees 

against each other, and gaining control of communication systems. It is plausible that a tight-

knit group of co-workers would be perceived as a threat if the perpetrator was not in control 

of the information flow between group members. Although the observations from 

participants in the above study were consistent with each other, the qualitative research was 

limited to the extent that it relied on targets’ perceptions of manipulative behaviour, without 

insight from those who engage in emotionally manipulative behaviours. 

The Dark Triad Traits and Contingent Self-Esteem. 
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 The desire to form strong bonds with other colleagues is unlikely to be a priority for 

individuals who possess one or more of the Dark Triad traits, which include psychopathy, 

Machiavellianism and narcissism (Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Pincus et al., 2009). The Dark 

Triad traits share a core feature of callous manipulation, but have distinguishing 

characteristics. Those who score high on Machiavellianism are goal-driven, with a cynical 

and amoral approach to interacting with others (see Christie & Geis, 1970). Individuals high 

in psychopathy lack empathy, tend to be superficial and egocentric and will exploit others for 

self-gain (Cleckley, 1941). Individuals high in narcissism have an inflated sense of self and 

feelings of entitlement, and will seek attention within relationships to either maintain their 

sense of superiority (grandiose variant) or compensate for a fragile self-esteem (vulnerable 

variant) (Krizan & Herlache, 2017; Pincus et al., 2009). The Dark Triad includes the 

grandiose variant of narcissism, which measures the extent to which an individual craves and 

seeks admiration and prestige (Furnham, Richards, & Paulhus, 2013). An indicator of 

vulnerable narcissism is contingent self-esteem. Individuals with high contingent self-esteem 

modify their self-evaluations in response to feedback from others (Clarke, Karlov & Neale, 

2015).  

Given the relatively high level of egocentrism underlying the dark sides of personality 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002), having to consider the needs of others might be considered a 

potential threat to their sense of self, resulting in either undermining or avoiding cohesive 

team environments. However, it could be counter-argued that working in a tight-knit work 

environment could be perceived opportunistically by those with high levels of psychopathy 

and Machiavellianism traits. Additionally, a socially cohesive team could present an 

opportunity to seek prestige and admiration for those high in grandiose narcissism and 

positive feedback for those high in contingent self-esteem.  
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Further, individuals high in grandiose narcissism tend to have inflated views of their 

own traits (e.g., extraversion, intelligence) and are aware of their ability to make a good first 

impression (Carlson, Vazire, & Furr, 2011). Such confidence could foreseeably reduce any 

trepidation about working in a tight-knit environment. Individuals high in psychopathy self-

perceive an ability to ‘play roles’ (Nagler et al., 2014), which would increase their confidence 

in being able to adapt their personalities to match the workplace culture.  

The Current Study 

It is likely that gender plays a role in the perception of a socially cohesive 

environment as being threatening. In line with gender-role theory, females tend to be more 

socially oriented than males, and value more communal traits that align with socially 

cohesive groups (e.g., sensitivity, equality), rather than masculine-agentic traits (e.g., 

assertiveness and independence) (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000; Trapnell & Paulhus, 

2012). Also, masculine gender roles positively predict emotional manipulation (Grieve, 

March, & Van Doorn, 2019; Waddell, Van Doorn, March & Grieve, 2020). Therefore, the 

aim of the current study was to examine the role of gender, one’s willingness to emotionally 

manipulative others, the Dark Triad and contingent self-esteem on an employees’ perceptions 

of socially cohesive environments. A socially cohesive environment was operationalised by 

asking the participants to read a vignette describing strong bonds between co-workers. As 

indicated in qualitative work (Hyde et al., submitted, Chapter 6), targets of manipulative 

behaviour believed that instigators were threatened by good working relationships between 

employees, leading to instigators attempting to control the flow of information among 

employees. However, it could be counterargued that individuals with manipulative tendencies 

(e.g., who score highly on malevolent personality traits strive to dominate others) could 

perceive a cohesive group might merely be an opportunity to exploit for their own gain. 

Given the exploratory nature of this research, no hypotheses were specified. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Carlson%20EN%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21604895
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Vazire%20S%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21604895
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Method 

Participants and Procedure 

A total of 248 employees from the United States of America (109 females, 139 males) 

participated in the online survey. Participants included both Microworkers (N = 143) and 

Amazon Turks (N =105), who are individuals who choose to perform various tasks through 

crowd sourcing platforms. Each participant was paid $US1.90 to complete the online survey. 

Mean participant age was 34.6 years (SD = 10.54) and participants’ ethnicities were White 

(64%), Asian (18%), African American (12%) and other (6%), with 12% of these participants 

identifying as either Hispanic, Latino or Spanish. Approximately three-quarters (74%) were 

working full-time, while 18% worked part time and 8% in other roles. A large variety of 

occupations were reported, for example, customer service employees, engineers, truck 

drivers, mental health workers, carpenters and graphic designers. After we obtained ethical 

approval, we recruited participants through an advertisement posted on the Amazon Turk and 

Microworkers crowd sourcing platforms. Participants were employed and over 18 years of 

age. The advertisement directed participants to an online survey where they gave consent and 

completed the questions. An a priori power analysis (Green, 1991) was conducted to 

determine the number of participants necessary to detect a medium effect size in gender 

stratified multiple regression. This revealed that a sample size of 110 was required (i.e., 

N≥104+m, where m represents the number of independent variables) and this number was 

met in this study To deter sham responses, upon commencing the survey, participants were 

warned that surveys undertaken in significantly less time than the recommended 12 minutes 

would not be accepted (Teitcher et al., 2015). Data were discarded from 12 participants (4 

females, 8 males) who completed the survey in five minutes or less, leaving 105 females and 

131 males for the analysis.  

Measures  
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To measure levels of threat in reaction to a hypothetical socially cohesive work 

environment, a vignette was presented to participants, followed by questions assessing their 

levels of threat in reaction to reading the vignette. The vignette was derived from items 

measuring closely knit, cohesive and interdependent work groups, developed by Podsakoff, 

Niehoff, MacKenzie, and Williams (1993). The vignette read: ‘Imagine that you are working 

in an organisation where there is a high level of trust between co-workers. They work well 

together as a team and co-operate with each other. They often depend on each other and 

stand up for each other. They regard each other as friends.’  

Perceived threat of social cohesion elicited by the vignette was then measured by 

three items from Jackson and Dutton’s (1988) Threat/Opportunity Scale (Cronbach's α =.87 

in the current study) in accordance with the procedure undertaken by Badaway et al. (2018). 

Items were modified slightly to reflect the key concepts in the vignette. Participants were 

asked to rate on a five-point scale (Not at all, Not too much, Neutral, Somewhat, Very much) 

whether they perceived that the good relationship amongst the co-workers: ‘might cause them 

personal loss and no gain’, ‘be an issue that can’t be acted upon without causing personal 

loss’, and ‘be an issue wherein other people within the organisation will constrain their 

ability to act on the problem’ [where “the problem” is that of the socially cohesive 

environment].’ Higher scores indicate greater perceived threat. 

Malicious and disingenuous emotional manipulation were measured using eight items 

relevant to the workplace from the Trait Emotional Manipulation Willingness in General and 

at Work Scale (see Appendix F; Hyde & Grieve, 2018). A sample item of Malicious 

Workplace Emotional Manipulation Willingness is ‘How often do you make someone at work 

feel uneasy?’, and an item reflecting Disingenuous Workplace Emotional Manipulation 

Willingness is ‘How often do you give colleagues compliments to get your own way?’. 

Participants indicated frequency of manipulation on a five-point scale: 1=Never, 2=Now and 
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then, 3=Monthly, 4=Weekly, and 5=Daily. Internal reliability was excellent (Cronbach's α = 

.92) for the Malicious items and the bivariate correlation between the items measuring 

disingenuous emotional manipulation was large (.58).  

The Dirty Dozen (Jonason & Webster, 2010) was used to measure Machiavellianism 

(e.g., ‘I tend to lie to get my own way’), the grandiose form of narcissism (e.g., ‘I tend to want 

others to pay attention to me’) and primary psychopathy (e.g., ‘I tend to be callous or 

insensitive’). Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with each statement on a 

five-point Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 

= agree, 5 = strongly agree). Internal reliability was acceptable for Machiavellianism (.78) 

and good for grandiose narcissism and psychopathy (.85 and .84 respectively) 

Contingent self-esteem (e.g., ‘When others don’t notice me, I start to feel worthless’) 

was measured using the four highest loading items in the Contingent Self-esteem scale of the 

Pathological Narcissism Inventory (Wright, Lukowitsky, Pincus, & Conroy, 2010). 

Participants rated their level of agreement with each statement on a five-point Likert Scale (1 

= strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly 

agree). The internal reliability was excellent (.91).  

Results 

There were no systematic differences in the data as a function of whether the 

participant was a Microworker or an Amazon Turk, and thus data were combined for 

analysis. Visual inspection of frequency histograms revealed that all variables were normally 

distributed except malicious emotional manipulation, which was skewed towards lower 

values (skew = 1.56; kurtosis = 1.59). This is expected, given the anti-social nature of the 

behaviour. Log transformations of the data were computed and the analyses were rerun. No 

differences were observed in the patterns of the findings, and as analyses based on the F 
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distribution are robust to breaches of normality (Keppel & Wickens, 2004), the 

untransformed data are therefore reported. Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 7.1. 

Independent-sample t-tests (with Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons) revealed 

that males reported significantly higher levels of threat in response to a hypothetical socially 

cohesive work environment. Additionally, males scored significantly higher than females on 

willingness to manipulate others both maliciously and disingenuously at work, as well as on 

the measures of psychopathy and grandiose narcissism. The effect sizes ranged from small 

for disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation, to moderate for all others. 

Gender stratified bivariate correlations are presented in Table 7.2. In males, a 

willingness to engage in malicious forms of emotional manipulation, psychopathy and 

contingent self-esteem shared strong positive significant correlations levels with threat to 

social cohesion. A willingness to manipulate disingenuously, Machiavellianism and 

grandiose narcissism were moderately positively correlated with levels of threat to social 

cohesion. In females, a willingness to maliciously emotionally manipulate others was 

moderately positively correlated with levels of threat to social cohesion while 

Machiavellianism and psychopathy shared smaller positive correlations with threat levels to 

social cohesion. 
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Table 7.1        

Descriptive Statistics as a Function of Gender and t-tests of Gender Differences 

 Male  Female     

 Mean SD Mean SD t p Cohen’s d 

Threat to social cohesion 7.05 3.62 5.12 2.71 -4.67 < 0.001 .60 

Malicious emotional manipulation  10.86 5.76 8.27 3.69 -4.67 < 0.001 .54 

Disingenuous emotional manipulation 5.42 2.20 4.79 2.34 -2.12 .035 .28 

Machiavellianism 9.73 4.06 8.90 3.37 -1.70 .098 .22 

Psychopathy 9.15 4.28 7.35 3.09 -3.73 < 0.001 .48 

Grandiose narcissism 11.41 4.07 9.74 3.66 -3.27 .001 .43 

Contingent self-esteem 9.67 4.21 9.46 4.65 -.371 .711 .05 
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Table 7.2 

Bivariate Correlations. Data for Females (n=105) are Presented above the Diagonal; Data for Males (n=131) are Presented below the Diagonal 

 

Threat Mal EM Dis EM Mach Psychopathy 

Grandiose 

narcissism 

Contingent self-

esteem 

Threat to social cohesion  .43*** .02 .24* .28* .05 .09 

Malicious emotional manipulation .62***  .37*** .51*** .61*** .47*** .28** 

Disingenuous emotional manipulation .32*** .47***  .43*** .29** .41*** .19 

Machiavellianism .46*** .60**** .36***  .60*** .51*** .28** 

Psychopathy .62*** .64*** .28** .70***  .48*** .21* 

Grandiose narcissism .41*** .39*** .40*** .58*** .42***  .38*** 

Contingent self-esteem .54*** .46*** .37*** .51*** .58** .56**  

Note. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05       
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In both the male and female samples, there were large correlations between all 

combinations of Machiavellianism, Psychopathy and Malicious emotional manipulation. In 

order to demonstrate meaningful separability of the scales, an exploratory factor analysis 

using maximum likelihood was conducted on the three measures in the combined male and 

female samples. The Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure indicated that the data were appropriate 

for factor analysis (KMO = 0.929). Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated that the correlations 

between items was sufficiently high, χ2 (91) = 2149.18, p < 0.001. The scree plot indicated 

three factors above the elbow which all had Eigen values above 1. Therefore, three factors 

were extracted, together explaining 67.6 % of the variance. The factor correlations were .70 

between malicious emotional manipulation and psychopathy, .27 between malicious 

emotional manipulation and Machiavellianism, and .43 between psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism. Item loadings suggested that factor 1 represented malicious emotional 

manipulation and factor 2 represented psychopathy. Factor three contained two items from 

the Machiavellian scale (tendencies to be deceptive and use flattery). However the first item 

of the Machiavellian measure (I tend to manipulate others to get my own way) loaded more 

strongly onto the Malicious emotional manipulation and psychopathy scales, while the fourth 

item of the Machiavellian measure (I tend to exploit others towards my own end) loaded onto 

the psychopathy factor. The results suggest that while psychopathy and malicious emotional 

manipulation are strongly positively correlated, they represent distinct constructs. As two 

Machiavellian items loaded more strongly on the other factors, caution was taken when 

interpreting the results of the regression.
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Table 7.3    

Factor Analysis of Psychopathy, Machiavellianism and Malicious Emotional Manipulation at Work 

 Malicious EM 

at work 

Psychopathy Machiavellianism 

1. How often do you use your emotional skills at work to make another person feel uneasy  .732 .092 -.015 

2. How often do you embarrass someone at work to stop them behaving in a particular way .917 -.073 -.003 

3.How often do you make someone feel ashamed at work about something they have done 

in order to stop them from doing it again 

.806 .022 -.018 

4.How often do you use your emotional skills at work to make others feel guilty .854 -.044 .096 

5.How often do you make someone feel anxious at work so they would behave in a 

particular way 

.842 .059 -.014 

6. How often do you pretend to be angrier than you really were at work about someone's 

behaviour in order to induce them to behave differently in the future 

.623 .024 -.028 

7. I tend to manipulate others to get my own way  .317 .375 .223 

8. I have used deceit or lied to get my own way -.020 .322 .521 

9. I have used flattery to get my own way .046 -.079 .825 

10. I tend to exploit others towards my own end .252 .533 .174 

11. I tend to lack remorse .094 .873 -.167 

12. I tend to be unconcerned with the morality of my actions .131 .781 -.049 

13. I tend to be callous or insensitive -.013 .795 .022 

14. I tend to be cynical -.051 .514 .104 

Note. Machiavellianism item factor loadings are underlined    
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Regression Model for Males 

Results of the gender stratified regressions are presented in Table 7.4. In the first step, 

Malicious emotional manipulation, Disingenuous emotional manipulation, Machiavellianism, 

psychopathy, grandiose narcissism and contingent self-esteem predicted a significant 51.6% 

of variance in threat to social cohesion, R2=.516, F(6,124)=22.025, p<0.001, with a large 

effect size ƒ2=1.06 (Cohen, 1992). A willingness to maliciously emotionally manipulate 

others and higher levels of both psychopathy and contingent self-esteem were significant 

predictors in the model. Despite Machiavellianism sharing a moderately positive correlation 

with threat levels to social cohesion, it had a negative beta weight in the regression model. 

This is likely because the variance of the items in Machiavellianism measuring exploitation 

and deceit were controlled by similar items in the Psychopathy in the regression..  

Regression Model for Females 

In females, the dependent variables explained 23.6% of variance in threat to social 

cohesion, R2=.236, F(6,98)=5.059, p<0.001, a medium effect (ƒ2=0.309). A willingness to 

maliciously emotionally manipulate others was the only significant predictor of threat 

perceptions to social cohesion. Despite the small positive correlation between grandiose 

narcissism the beta weight in the regression model was negative (p = .069).
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Table 7.4            

Gender Stratified Multiple Regressions Examining Predictors of Threat to Social Cohesion  

 Males  Females 

 B SE β t p  B SE β t p 

Constant .586 .782  .749 .455  3.224 .831  3.881 <.001 

Malicious Emotional Manipulation .221 .057 .352 3.893 <.001  .345 .807 .471 3.974 <.001 

Disingenuous Emotional Manipulation -.004 .123 -.002 -.032 .974  -.167 .118 -.415 -1.415 .160 

Machiavellianism  -.129 .088 -.145 -1.469 .144  .099 .098 .124 1.017 .312 

Psychopathy .297 .085 .351 3.490 .001  .058 .109 .066 .532 .596 

Grandiose Narcissism .087 .076 .097 1.144 .255  -.156 .085 -.211 -1.842 .069 

Contingent Self-Esteem  .169 .074 .197 2.283 .024  .006 .056 .010 .099 .922 
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Discussion 

The aim of the study was to examine if individuals who express a willingness to 

manipulate others and who possess malevolent personality traits or high contingent self-

esteem experience discomfort at the thought of working within a socially cohesive work 

environment. Overall, the findings revealed quite substantial differences between males and 

females in the degree to which the variables correlated with threat levels to socially cohesive 

environments.  

Females were less likely than males to experience a threat reaction to the idea of 

working in a socially cohesive environment. This finding can be explained using gender role 

theory, wherein women are more likely to have characteristics (e.g., empathy) that better 

align with group behaviour than men, who are often ascribed individualistic traits (e.g., 

decisiveness and forcefulness) (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fiske & Stevens, 1993).  

High levels of malicious emotional manipulation was a significant positive predictor 

of threat levels to social cohesion for both men and women. This finding is consistent with 

arguments that an individual who emotionally manipulates others will attempt to influence 

the emotions of another in order to achieve their own goals (Austin et al., 2007). Emotionally 

manipulative behaviours might be more readily detected by other individuals within socially 

cohesive groups, who are more accustomed to behaving in manners that strengthen, rather 

than weaken, the connectivity between members. Individuals with traits which do not align 

with the group values may be excluded by the group (Williams, 2001). Therefore, a 

hypothetically ‘tight-knit’ workforce might be perceived as a threat by someone who relies 

on manipulating others to get their own way. This is in line with speculations that individuals 

who pursue their own goals at the cost of others are more inclined to behave antagonistically 

(i.e., to show aggressive tendencies accompanied by assertions of dominance and 
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grandiosity) and may intentionally inflict harm on others in order to pursue their own agendas 

(Harkness, Reynolds, & Lilienfeld, 2014). Therefore, it is understandable that socially 

cohesive environments are not conducive for individuals who are willing to harm the 

emotions of others to achieve their own means.  

Disingenuous emotional manipulation was not a significant predictor of threat to 

social cohesion in males or females. Manipulating another person disingenuously might 

include paying them a compliment, or offering reassurance (Austin et al., 2007). Such 

displays could be perceived positively by others and could assist an individual who 

emotionally manipulates others to achieve their goals under the guise of friendship. 

Therefore, socially cohesive environments are more likely to be perceived as an opportunity 

to take advantage of others, rather than as a threat for individuals high in disingenuous 

emotional manipulation.  

In males, higher levels of psychopathy significantly predicted threat levels to social 

cohesion. This finding was in contrast to the argument that individuals high in psychopathy 

would view a socially cohesive workplace as merely another opportunity to exploit others. In 

the workplace individuals with psychopathy traits tend to pursue positions of power (Babiak 

et al., 2010), manipulate communication networks to enhance themselves, and create 

conflicts and rivalries amongst other employees (Babiak & Hare, 2006; Boddy, Miles, 

Sanyal, & Hartog 2015). It is possible that pitting co-workers, with a strong sense of 

comradeship, against each other would be challenging, thus making it more difficult for an 

individual with psychopathic tendencies to pursue their own agendas. Therefore, it is 

plausible that individuals high in psychopathy would perceive threat in environments that 

were more socially connected. 
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In contrast to males, psychopathy was not a predictor of threat to social cohesion in 

females, suggesting that females with callous traits and little regard for the wellbeing of 

others would feel more at ease operating within a cooperative workplace. The limited or non-

existent threat reactions in females with Dark Triad traits support research that consistently 

demonstrates that females are more communal than men (e.g., Trapnell & Paulhus, 2012).  

Greater contingent self-esteem was a positive predictor of threat to social cohesion in 

males only, meaning that males who derive their self-worth from external sources 

experienced discomfort when they visualised working in a socially cohesive environment. 

This finding was contrary to the expectation that working within a cohesive group, as 

described in the vignette, could be perceived as an opportunity for individuals with 

fluctuating self-esteem to receive positive feedback that might improve their self-worth. 

However, this may only be the case for females. The results highlight that in males, self-

esteem is not necessarily associated with the experience of meaningful connections with 

colleagues at work. Perhaps this is because males, unlike females, are more likely to derive 

self-esteem from agentic rather than collaborative pursuits (Gebauer, Wagner, Sedikides, & 

Neberich, 2013), which in the workplace might equate to status, power, recognition and 

superiority. 

In males, grandiose narcissism moderately positively correlated with threat to social 

cohesion, but it was not a significant predictor in the multiple regression. This finding was 

expected given that individuals high in narcissism perceive themselves as capable of 

exploiting relationships to gain the positive feedback they crave and feel entitled to (Carlson 

et al., 2011). In females, grandiose narcissism had a negative beta weight in the regression 

model, suggesting that higher levels of grandiose narcissism in females decrease perceptions 

of threat to social cohesion. Therefore, females high in grandiose narcissism might feel more 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Carlson%20EN%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21604895
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at ease working within cohesive environments because they are more communal compared to 

their male counterparts (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000). 

As predicted, in both males and females, Machiavellianism was not a significant 

predictor of threat to social cohesion. Individuals high in Machiavellianism are not bound by 

morals which might inhibit them from crossing boundaries to get what they want (Christie & 

Geis, 1970). Therefore, it seems logical that they will not feel threatened at the thought of 

operating within a socially cohesive environment. For males, the beta weight of 

Machiavellianism in the regression model was negative, in contrast to its moderate positive 

bivariate correlation with threat to social cohesion. This is likely because the construct of 

Machiavellianism in the regression represented the items reflecting more generally deceptive 

behaviour and flattery, after partialing out the shared variance among the other variables. 

Such tendencies could assist individuals to exploit others for self-benefit, thus diminishing 

any sense of threat one may have when confronted with the scenario of working in a highly 

cooperative environment. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

This study used multiple regression to discern the relationship between the variables. 

However there is some evidence that statistical techniques which control for variance of 

highly correlated variables (such as the Dark Triad traits) often distort the meaning of the 

variables post analysis, meaning one cannot be assured that the variable is a valid reflection 

of a construct (e.g., Sleep, Lynam, Hyatt & Miller, 2017; Vize et al., 2018). The results of the 

exploratory factor analysis did suggest that the measure of Machiavellianism was not clearly 

distinguishable from psychopathy and malicious emotional manipulation. This finding was in 

line with statistical evidence demonstrating that measures of Machiavellianism are subsumed 

into the construct of psychopathy (e.g., Glenn & Sellbom, 2015). As a result, caution was 
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taken when interpreting the role of Machiavellianism in threat to social cohesion. 

Additionally, the strongest correlation between a dependent and independent variable in this 

study was .62, meaning that the variables shared 38% of variance. While this amount of 

shared variance is sizeable, there was no evidence of multicollinearity, especially considering 

that a portion of the correlation can be attributed to common method variance.  

Grandiose narcissism negatively predicted threat to social cohesion in females, but the 

relationship was not significant (p =.069), perhaps because the number of female participants 

required to detect this finding was not adequate in the current study. Therefore, further 

research is needed to confirm this finding.  

This study was exploratory in nature and does not demonstrate how cohesive 

workplace environments shape an individual’s behaviour. Qualitative research and anecdotal 

accounts examining the perceptions of those targeted by behaviours they perceive as 

manipulative suggest that an instigator will act aggressively to create divisions between 

others (Hyde et al., submitted, Chapter 6; Babiak & Hare, 2006, Boddy et al., 2015). 

However, gaining insight from how a manipulator responds when threatened by close 

interpersonal relationships at work will help bolster both the current and qualitative findings.  

The independent variable (the vignette of a socially cohesive environment) was not 

manipulated in this study, meaning it is not possible to rule out other factors, such as hostile 

attribution bias, as contributing to the patterns in the results. Future studies should consider 

exposing participants to a low and high cohesion vignette in order to more accurately 

ascertain to the role of social cohesiveness in eliciting threat reactions. Finally, the scales 

used in the current study were brief, meaning that the full breadth of the constructs may not 

have been adequately covered. Future researchers should consider using more comprehensive 

measures to address this issue. 
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Implications 

Both males and females who maliciously emotionally manipulate others in the 

workplace are threatened by socially cohesive environments. Organisations striving to 

harness the benefits of high levels of connectivity between employees, or whose success 

relies on employee cooperation, should be wary that such efforts may actually exacerbate the 

emotions of those with tendencies to be manipulative. Any strong links between employees 

could potentially act as a barrier against employees who seek to exploit others to get ahead. 

Additionally, anti-social behaviours might be easier to detect and manage if the general 

standard of conduct is high within an organisation.  

This study provided evidence that, in contrast to females, only males with callous 

traits and unstable self-esteem are likely to perceive a socially cohesive environment as 

threatening. Creating opportunities for males to achieve individual success and status, which 

does not place them in competition with other employees may alleviate the discomfort they 

might experience in more cohesive environments. However, such opportunities would need 

to be low-stakes from the organisation’s perspective in order to limit the risk to others that 

increase when manipulative individuals are in positions of power. An awareness that females 

with Dark Triad traits are not necessarily threatened by the dynamics of tight-knit work 

groups is also important. Women with anti-social tendencies might feel more confident in 

their ability to operate in roles that require cooperation amongst employees, therefore putting 

the wellbeing of other group members at risk.  

Concluding Remarks  

Socially cohesive workplaces confer many advantages, such as enhanced performance 

and communication, and may even deter behaviour that does not meet group norms. 

However, some individuals may seek to undermine the strong relationships amongst 
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employees for self-gain. Organisations with the flexibility to provide opportunities for 

employees with anti-social tendencies to achieve more individualistic work-related goals 

might be able to mitigate harm to the broader social networks within the workplace.  
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Appendix F 

 

Work-Relevant Items of the Trait Emotional Manipulation Willingness in General and at 

Work Scale 

 

Malicious Items 

1. Use your emotional skills at work to make another person feel uneasy 

2. Embarrass someone at work to stop them behaving in a particular way 

3. Make someone feel ashamed at work about something they have done in order to stop 

them from doing it again 

4. Use your emotional skills at work to make others feel guilty 

5. Make someone feel anxious at work so they would behave in a particular way 

6. Pretend to be angrier than you really were at work about someone's behaviour in order 

to induce them to behave differently in the future 

Disingenuous Items 

1. Reassure people at work so that they are more likely to go along with what you say 

2 Pay someone compliments at work to get in their 'good books' 
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Chapter 8: General Discussion  
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Overview 

Emotional manipulation is defined as a tactic used by goal-driven individuals to alter 

the behaviour of others in order to advance themselves (Austin, Farrelly, Black, & Moore, 

2007). Some emotional manipulation tactics can appear positive, such as using reassurance 

and paying compliments, whilst others are more obviously sinister in nature. Given that 

emotional manipulators aim to target others’ behaviour through manipulating their emotions 

rather than their behaviour directly, the recipient may feel uncertain about the motive of such 

actions. Although it is clear that those who are emotionally manipulated at work experience 

significant harm, it is also apparent that the targets have difficulty making sense of their 

experiences. Therefore, a third person appointed to assess whether the behaviour is 

unreasonable enough to be considered as bullying may also struggle with the ambiguity 

inherent in emotional manipulation. This is understandable given the lack of systematic 

research for individuals to draw upon as a guide to assess behaviours that might be deemed 

manipulative. 

 The primary aim of this thesis was to begin to address the gap in knowledge in the 

nature of emotional manipulation at work from the perspectives of targets and instigators, in a 

series of five studies. Study 1 (Chapter 3) examined if one’s ability to engage in emotional 

manipulation is related to one’s willingness to actually execute the behaviours. The findings 

laid the foundation for the methodological design framework of the next phase of the 

research, Study 2 (Chapter 4), which examined the relationship between one’s willingness to 

emotionally manipulate in work and non-work contexts. The outcomes of Study 2 included a 

best fit measure of one’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others. This measure was 

then used in Study 3 (Chapter 5), which investigated the correlates of one’s willingness to 

manipulate others at work. To build a more rounded view, Study 4 (Chapter 6) was 
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undertaken to gain the perspectives of instigator motive from individuals who believed they 

had experienced emotional manipulation at work. Finally, a component of Study 4 identified 

that instigators may have been threatened by positive social working environments. This 

concept was followed up in Study 5 (Chapter 7). Table 8.1 includes a summary of the major 

research findings. These are discussed in further detail in the rest of the chapter. 
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Table 8.1    

Summary of the Major Thesis Findings 

Research Question and Study Chapter Key Findings Conclusion 

Question 1, Study 1 

Are people who self-report an 

ability to emotional manipulate 

others, actually willing to engage in 

the behaviour? 

3 Ability emotional manipulation items separated 

from Willingness emotional manipulation in the 

exploratory factor analysis indicating that whilst 

conceptually related, both constructs are distinct.  

The scale modified to capture trait emotional 

manipulation-willingness may be a more 

appropriate measure of one’s willingness to 

emotionally manipulate others, than the 

emotional manipulation ability scale.  

Question 2, Study 2 

Are there differences in the 

construct of emotional 

manipulation in the workplace 

compared to the construct of 

emotional manipulation in day-to-

day behaviours? 

4 There was a contextual effect of malicious forms 

of emotional manipulation but not disingenuous 

forms. However, the effect was not supported by 

tests of discriminant validity.  

 

The items in the emotionally manipulation scale 

measure emotional manipulation in males better 

than emotional manipulation in females.  

Malicious forms of emotional manipulation can 

be distinguished from disingenuous forms.  

 

The lack of contextual effect supports notion that 

both malicious and disingenuous forms of have a 

trait-like consistency. 

 

Gender plays an important role in trait emotional 

manipulation-willingness to manipulate others.  

    

Question 3, Study 1 

What are the roles of gender, 

emotional intelligence and 

malevolent personality 

characteristics in one’s willingness 

to emotionally manipulate others?  

3 Higher levels of primary psychopathy predicted 

trait emotional manipulation ability and 

Willingness.  

 

Higher levels of secondary psychopathy only 

predicted emotional manipulation-Willingness. 

 

Those without the anti-social and impulsive traits 

are more likely to report an ability rather than a 

willingness to manipulate others.  
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Question 3, Study 3 

What is the role of gender and 

malevolent personality 

characteristics in one’s willingness 

to emotionally manipulate others?  

 

 

5 Emotional intelligence predicted disingenuous 

forms of emotional manipulation in females 

only. The magnitude of correlations (small to 

moderate) between the Dark Triad traits and both 

forms of emotional manipulation were similar in 

females. 

 

Males were more willing to emotionally 

manipulate than females. Both forms of 

emotional manipulation were more strongly 

correlated with Machiavellianism and narcissism 

than psychopathy.  

Females with dark personality characteristics 

may use their knowledge of emotions for self-

gain. 

 

For males, emotional manipulation might be an 

adaptive behaviour, particularly in the traditional 

male-orientated hierarchical organisation, where 

stereotypical male behaviours (assertiveness and 

independence) and Machiavellian-like 

behaviours (e.g., risk taking) are valued.  

 

Question 4, Study 4 

What are the experiences of 

individuals who perceive 

themselves to be targets of 

emotional manipulation in the 

workplace? 

6  

Two pathways representing perceived 

emotionally manipulative behaviours and 

underlying motives were identified. In Pathway 

One, self-gain was perceived as the motive of 

emotionally manipulative behaviour classified as 

discrepant (positive and negative behaviours) 

and divisive in nature. In Pathway Two, 

emotional immaturity was perceived as a 

contributor to behaviours described as 

relationally aggressive in nature (e.g., ostracism 

and undermining). 

 

 

Differences in how perpetrators deflected 

accountability during interventions emerged: 

Perpetrators in Pathway One were described as 

skilfully able to evade accountability, whilst 

those in Pathway Two remained steadfast in their 

position of not being at fault. The findings also 

highlighted differences in the scope of 

behaviours depending on whether the motive is 

self-gain (more widespread) compared to 

emotional immaturity (target-specific). Finally, 

while there appears to be a level of sophistication 

in some behaviours deemed as emotional 

manipulative compared to others, both forms 

have negative impacts on a target’s wellbeing.  
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Question 5, Study 5 

Are socially cohesive environments 

threatening to individuals with a 

tendency to manipulate others? 

 

7 In males, a tendency to engage in malicious 

forms of emotional manipulation, psychopathy 

and contingent self-esteem were strongly 

positively correlated to levels of threat to social 

cohesion, while disingenuous forms of emotional 

manipulation, grandiose narcissism and 

Machiavellianism were moderately positively 

correlated. In females, there was a moderate 

positive correlation between willingness to 

emotionally manipulate others maliciously and 

threat to social cohesion. There was a weak 

positive association between threat to social 

cohesion with psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism.  

Socially cohesive environments elicit high levels 

of discomfort in males with fragile self-esteem, 

who seek to advance themselves at the cost of 

others using a range of manipulative techniques.  
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The Construct of Emotional Manipulation at Work  

Ability versus willingness to emotionally manipulate. In Study 1 (Chapter 3), items 

designed to measure people’s willingness to manipulate others were developed based on the 

existing self-reported ability measure (Austin et al., 2007). Results from an exploratory factor 

analysis revealed that people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others was moderately 

positively correlated to their ability, but not to the point of redundancy. The results implied 

that an individual who perceives themselves as capable of emotionally manipulating others 

has a tendency to engage in the behaviours, but only to a certain degree. Given that emotional 

manipulation-ability and emotional manipulation-willingness were not perfectly correlated, 

there remained a possibility that being able to emotionally manipulate does not automatically 

mean these abilities will be used to manipulate others, perhaps due to one’s ethical stance 

(Grieve & Mahar, 2010). One aim of the research was to examine the characteristics of 

individuals who manipulate others at work, and therefore, it was deemed appropriate that 

subsequent research in the thesis would use the emotional manipulation willingness scale to 

capture frequency of emotional manipulation. 

 Emotional manipulation willingness in work versus won-work contexts. 

As potential contextual influences on emotional manipulation had not yet been explored, it 

was of central interest to determine whether one’s self-reported willingness to emotionally 

manipulate others changes, depending on whether or not one is in a workplace environment. 

In a sample of employees, Study 2 (Chapter 4) compared people’s willingness to emotionally 

manipulate others in the workplace with their willingness to emotionally manipulate others in 

their day-to-day lives. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses were performed on split 

halves of the sample to explore the presence of contextual effects. The exploratory factor 

analysis revealed two distinct forms of emotional manipulation: malicious and disingenuous. 
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Malicious forms of emotional manipulation included the more sinister items, for example, 

making people feel ashamed at work. Disingenuous emotional manipulation items showed 

insincerity, for example, complimenting and reassuring others for self-gain. The separation of 

the overtly malicious forms of emotional manipulation from the more covert disingenuous 

items aligned with previous findings, for example, separate mood worsening and inauthentic 

factors of the Managing the Emotion of Others Scale (MEOS) have also been identified 

(Austin & O'Donnell, 2013; Austin et al., 2014).  

With regard to contextual effects, the items measuring emotional manipulation that 

were deemed malicious separated into two factors depending on whether the behaviours 

occurred in the work or non-work contexts. However, the relationship between the two 

factors was very strong, meaning divergent validity could not be established. Therefore, the 

workplace environment may to a degree impact people’s willingness to maliciously 

emotionally manipulate others, but is likely that those with a tendency to manipulate others 

will do so irrespective of their surroundings.  

In contrast, the items measuring emotional manipulation deemed to be more 

disingenuous in nature did not separate along contextual lines, indicating that engagement in 

more inauthentic forms of emotional manipulation is resistant to contextual effects. 

Therefore, those who use flattery to get their own way may be less willing or able to modify 

their behaviours at work, perhaps due to the relative success of such behaviours, compared to 

those more inclined to emotionally manipulate maliciously.  

In summary, Study 2 revealed that the endorsement of emotional manipulation-

willingness in day-to-day life and at work does not differ substantially, particularly for the 

disingenuous types. This was an important finding, as it indicates the robustness and trait-like 
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nature of the behaviour, and highlights that it may be difficult for an instigator to moderate or 

control their own behaviour, as well as being difficult for organisations to manage.  

Emotional Manipulation in Females versus Males  

Across Studies 1-3 and in Study 5 it was evident that people’s willingness to 

emotionally manipulate varied as a function of gender. Consistent with previous research, 

males were more likely to engage in emotional manipulation than females (e.g., Grieve et al., 

2019). More specifically, Studies 2, 3, and 5 revealed that men endorsed the malicious items 

at a higher rate than females, a finding consistent with previous research demonstrating that 

males score higher than females on items comprising the mood worsening factor of the 

MEOS (Austin et al., 2014; Austin & Vahle, 2016). There are several potential reasons for 

the gender difference. First, in Study 2 it was revealed that overall, each item of the scale 

measuring emotional manipulation willingness loaded consistently higher in males, 

indicating that the items better reflect willingness to emotional manipulation in males. 

Second, the single item that best reflected emotional manipulation in males was malicious in 

nature (inducing guilt), whereas for females it was disingenuous (offering reassurance).  

The findings are consistent with earlier research indicating that men are more inclined 

towards overt forms of aggression compared to women, who prefer more covert forms of 

aggression (e.g., Archer & Coyne, 2005). Higher levels of malicious manipulation by men at 

work compared to females lends support to the social role theory of sex differences. In this 

view, agentic traits (e.g., dominance, assertiveness) are characteristic of men, whereas 

communal traits (e.g., kindness and sensitivity) are more characteristic of women (Eagly, 

Wood, & Diekman, 2000). Given that the majority of the items on the Trait Emotional 

Manipulation Willingness in General and at Work Scale represent malicious emotional 

manipulation, the scale is likely biased towards agentic forms of behaviours, which is not 
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uncommon in measures assessing aversive personality traits (Forouzan & Cooke, 2005; 

Rogstad & Rogers, 2008). Therefore, it is possible that the range of emotionally manipulative 

behaviours that are undertaken by females are not adequately captured by the current 

measures.  

Examining the personality correlates of willingness to emotional manipulate others at 

work in Studies 3 and 5 also revealed further important gender differences. In Study 3, we 

were specifically interested in the role of emotional intelligence and the Dark Triad traits 

(narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy) in emotionally manipulative behaviour. 

Study 5 evaluated whether socially cohesive environments are threatening for individuals 

with tendencies to manipulate others. 

The findings in Study 3 demonstrated that males high in Machiavellianism also 

reported high levels of emotional manipulation. The association between Machiavellianism 

and disingenuous emotional manipulation was particularly strong, highlighting the relative 

importance of inauthentic displays in males who tend to employ aggressive influence tactics 

(i.e., Machiavellian traits). Disingenuous behaviours, such as offering reassurance and giving 

compliments to influence people’s emotions, could have important consequences in a 

workplace, for example, when securing new clients for an organisation. The exploitation of 

others for self-gain is likely reinforced by the robust, long-standing perceptions that male 

agentic personality traits are a better fit to traditionally male-occupied roles, such as higher 

management positions (Gaucher, Friesen, & Kay, 2011). For example, adjectives describing 

‘good managers’ include stereotypical masculine terms such as emotional stability, 

independence, rationality and less concern for the wellbeing of others (Dennis & Kunkel, 

2004).  
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In summary, workplaces that foster and value female gender roles over male (e.g., by 

removing layers of hierarchy from an organisation to enhance collaboration), might reduce 

the degree to which employees rely on emotionally manipulative behaviours to get ahead. 

However, females who score more highly on malevolent personality traits are not threatened 

by more communal work environments than males. Therefore, workplaces that attempt to 

flatten their organisational structures, or whose success relies on high levels of cooperation 

amongst employees, may inadvertently invite more deviant behaviours from females with 

more malevolent personality traits.  

 Study 3 revealed that in contrast to males, high levels of emotional intelligence in 

females were a significant predictor of disingenuous emotional manipulation. The magnitude 

of correlations (small to moderate) between the Dark Triad traits and both forms of emotional 

manipulation were similar. Therefore, while Machiavellianism was most strongly connection 

to emotional manipulation in males, none of the Dark Triad traits emerged as having a 

stronger relationship with emotional manipulation in females. This finding, in combination 

with the fact that males consistently scored more highly on emotional manipulation measures, 

suggests that emotional manipulation could be categorised as a more normalised (rather than 

pathological) behaviour in males in organisational contexts. Indeed, male sex roles alone 

positively predict emotional manipulation ability when compared alongside primary and 

secondary psychopathy (Grieve et al., 2019). In contrast, when considering the pattern of 

results for females, all dark triad traits demonstrated similar levels of predictive utility for 

emotional manipulation. As such, in females, emotional manipulation is more pathological, 

as it occurs only at higher levels of the Dark Triad traits (e.g., Grieve et al., 2019).  

It is possible that higher levels of emotional intelligence, in combination with the 

Dark Triad traits, would be beneficial in female-dominated roles, such as social vocations, in 
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which the control of emotion is necessary to care for others. Individuals devoid of empathy 

could be perceived as ‘in control’ of their emotions. For instance, it is thought that people 

high in narcissism are perceived as reassuring figures in times of crisis, because they can 

maintain high levels of confidence in situations that may cause others to feel insecure and 

uncertain (Nevicka, De Hoogh,Vianen, & Ten Velden, 2013). Of concern is the possibility 

that an individual with a mix of malevolent personality traits, as well as knowledge of 

emotions, will be more able to conceal their nefarious behaviours and intentions. Such anti-

social behaviours could be particularly damaging in social professions that involve the care of 

vulnerable individuals where empathy and collaboration are vital to psychological safety for 

all.  

Workplace Emotional Manipulation Willingness: The Dark Side of Emotional 

Intelligence  

Since it was first hypothesised that higher levels of emotional intelligence could 

potentially facilitate manipulative relational behaviours (Salovey & Mayer, 1990), research 

has predominantly focused on the positive outcomes of emotional intelligence (e.g., Mayer, 

Roberts, & Barsade, 2007). However, there has been extensive theorising on the potential for 

an emotionally intelligent individual to use their skills strategically to harm others in order to 

get ahead (Kilduff et al., 2010). A component of this thesis research was to assess the links 

between emotional intelligence and emotional manipulation at work in Studies 1 and 3. 

In Study 1, there was a small, non-significant negative correlation between people’s 

willingness to emotionally manipulate others and their emotional intelligence. However, 

despite non-significant bivariate correlations, when placed in a model alongside primary and 

secondary psychopathy, emotional intelligence switched to a positive predictor of emotional 

intelligence. Similar to the findings of previous research (Grieve & Mahar, 2010; Grieve & 
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Panebianco, 2013), the results highlighted that emotional intelligence seemed to have its 

effect on emotional manipulation via statistical suppression. This means that emotional 

intelligence accounts for extraneous variability in other predictors. Therefore, emotional 

intelligence is somehow implicated in people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others, 

but it is not possible to discern exactly what the impact is. One might speculate that the 

prosocial nature of the emotional intelligence measures means that it suppresses any positive 

aspect of other variables, thus improving the correlation of the negative aspects to emotional 

manipulation. For example, the grandiose narcissism item ‘I tend to seek prestige and status’ 

could potentially share some positive aspects with emotional intelligence items like ‘I seek 

out activities that make me happy.’ Without emotional intelligence, the predictive power of 

the other factors would be lower and therefore higher levels of emotional intelligence 

indirectly facilitate higher levels of emotional manipulation.  

In Study 3, malicious and disingenuous emotional manipulation at work were 

separately compared with emotional intelligence. For males, there was a non-significant 

positive correlation between emotional intelligence and both forms of emotional 

manipulation. In females, the results were more complex. There was a non-significant 

positive correlation between emotional intelligence and malicious emotional manipulation, 

but a small significant positive correlation between emotional intelligence and disingenuous 

emotional manipulation, which was also a significant predictor of the behaviour in the 

regression model. The finding that emotional intelligence was a significant predictor of 

disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation (but not malicious forms in females), 

highlights the advantages of comparing emotional intelligence to different facets of emotional 

manipulation (Study 3), rather than to the global score (Study 1), as well as examining the 

role of gender. Relatedly, previous research has demonstrated more nuanced relationships 
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between emotional manipulation and emotional intelligence when looking at several facets of 

emotional intelligence (Austin & Vahle, 2016). For example, the emotional management 

factor of emotional intelligence is a positive predictor of mood worsening and inauthentic 

forms of managing others’ emotions (Austin & Vahle, 2016). Therefore, using the current 

measures, the research suggests that only certain aspects of emotional intelligence may 

facilitate emotionally manipulative behaviours. It might be useful for workplaces to 

specifically test emotional management abilities, in order to get better insight into what 

certain individuals might be capable of and to determine how best to support their success 

whilst simultaneously protecting the wellbeing of other employees.  

On their own, disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation at work (offering 

reassurance and giving compliments), are probably less likely to invoke distress in targets 

than the malicious items. Additionally, the relatively prosocial nature of the disingenuous 

items positions them to correlate better with the existing emotional intelligence measures, 

which have been developed over time to capture the ‘better side’ of emotional intelligence, 

and do not include items indicative of emotionally manipulative behaviours (Austin et al., 

2007).  

On the surface, inauthenticity may appear less harmful than overt maliciousness, and 

is arguably a required skill in some professions, such as retail professions. For example, if a 

customer can be reassured that they are making the right decision, they will be more likely to 

invest in a product or service. However, use of disingenuous emotional manipulation 

consistently moderately correlated with use of malicious emotional manipulation, as 

demonstrated in Studies 2, 3 and 5, suggesting that different subtypes of emotional 

manipulation are not used in isolation. An association between the more prosocial 

disingenuous and malicious behaviours was also described in Study 4. For example, in 
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Pathway One, the attribution of a perpetrator’s behaviours as being emotionally manipulative 

arose from witnessing the perpetrator only being nice to others when key strategic people 

were present. Such emotionally manipulative actions were perceived as instrumental in 

nature, in line with the definition of emotional manipulation and related manipulative 

constructs. Therefore, it does not appear possible that disingenuous manipulation can be 

harmless unless it is aimed at an individual in a single interaction, as it carries the risk of 

other more malicious forms of emotional manipulation. The subtle and calculated behaviours 

described in Pathway One contrasted with the descriptions of ‘school yard’ behaviours (e.g., 

excluding and ignoring) experienced by targets in Pathway Two. 

 In summary, the mixed findings with respect to the contribution that emotional 

intelligence makes to people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate at work reflect that only 

a subset of individuals who indicate that they emotionally manipulate others have well 

developed emotional intelligence abilities. These individuals could be thought of as ‘True 

Emotional Manipulators’, a term coined to describe those with emotional intelligence skills 

who emotionally manipulate others (Austin et al., 2007). While some of the perpetrators 

appeared to have good emotional control, as evidenced by their ability to subvert intervention 

attempts, perpetrators of more relational forms of aggression were described as behaving 

obtusely in similar situations. It is plausible that perpetrators in Pathway Two had lower 

levels of emotional intelligence than those in Pathway One, as evidenced by descriptions of 

emotionally impulsive behaviours. In contrast to the description of True Emotional 

Manipulators, Austin et al. (2007) postulated that in some people, emotionally manipulative 

tactics are derived cognitively without the employment of any detailed emotion-related 

knowledge. This might be the case for individuals high in Machiavellianism, whose skill and 

ease in manipulating others has been conceptualized, through the lens of evolutionary 
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psychology, as a naturally selected trait (e.g., Bereczkei, 2018). However, the absence of a 

more pronounced role of emotional intelligence in emotional manipulation in the current 

thesis likely reflects that the subset of individuals who endorse emotionally manipulative 

behaviours have low levels of emotional functioning. Within a workplace context, these 

behaviours may be perceived as relationally aggressive.  

 It is important to note that from the target’s perspective, their emotions felt 

manipulated regardless of the level of instrumentality they perceived in the behaviours. The 

next section discusses how beneficial it was for targets to understand what drives emotionally 

manipulative behaviours in others.  

Targets’ Experience of Emotional Manipulation: Perceived Intent 

Individuals who experience harm that is perceived as intentional rather than 

unintentional report higher levels of anger and blame (Ferguson & Rule, 1982; Kam & Bond, 

2009). For targets who believed that perpetrators were motivated to emotionally manipulate 

others for self-gain, understanding whether or not the perpetrator was intentionally trying to 

harm them did not appear to influence their perceptions of being emotionally manipulated. 

Our findings were consistent with those of Keashly (2001), who found that an awareness of 

perceived intent was not a significant component in the targets’ identification of behaviours 

as emotionally abusive. Keashly (2001) suggested that other factors that shaped the targets’ 

experience may have superseded the role of perceived intent, such as learning that an 

instigator had a history of emotionally abusing others. 

In Study 4, targets reported assessing the instigator’s motive over a period of several 

months. The process was probably complicated by the perceived unpredictability of the 

perpetrator’s demeanour. Therefore, by the time targets felt that they could reasonably 

explain the perpetrator’s behaviour, it was too late to attempt to remedy or alter the trajectory 



  

  219 

 

 

 

 

 

of their relationship with the perpetrator. Therefore, gaining insight into the motive of the 

behaviours did not appear to be very helpful.  

Targets of relationally aggressive behaviour (Pathway Two) recalled having a good 

relationship with the perpetrator until an incident occurred. Given the presence of a trigger 

(or a clear threat) for the onset of the behaviours, it could be argued that there was less 

confusion about the intentionality of the perpetrator’s actions in Pathway Two than in 

Pathway One. Therefore, the presence of a clear threat likely played a significant role in the 

labelling of relationally aggressive behaviours as emotionally manipulative. However, this 

knowledge was not mentioned as a factor that influenced the degree of harm they 

experienced. This may have been because the targets’ thoughts about the deliberateness of 

the perpetrators’ actions changed over time. To illustrate, attempts by targets to resolve issues 

with the perpetrators were sometimes met with so-called ‘gaslighting’ behaviours. For 

example, a perpetrator might label their victim as ‘too sensitive’ in order to make the victim 

(and other parties) question the rationality of what might actually be sound judgements of the 

perpetrator’s behaviour.  

Situations that are difficult to discern and harder to reconcile within an individual’s 

world view incur more distress (e.g., loss of control and faith in understanding how the world 

works) than those events that an individual expects to occur (Davis, Wortman, Lehman, & 

Silver, 2000; Park & Folkman, 1997). Lutgen-Sandvik and McDermott (2011) argue that the 

sense-making process could be harmful for the targets of bullying, as the language used to 

frame their experience (e.g., ‘nobody could do anything about it’) induces a further sense of 

powerlessness. However, the process of meaning-making is thought to have therapeutic 

benefits for individuals who have experienced trauma, as it can help create predictability and 

cause people to re-evaluate their priorities and how they handle stress (Park, 2004). For 



  

  220 

 

 

 

 

 

targets of behaviour instigated by individuals with malevolent personality traits, the benefits 

of sense-making may arise once the target is no longer within an intractable situation. For 

those who encounter gaslighting behaviours, attempting to make sense of a situation if their 

thoughts are being influenced by the perpetrator could lead to greater levels of distress (Calef 

& Weinshel, 1981). In such situations, mental health practitioners or other supportive figures 

could help individuals understand the realities of their experiences.  

Key Implications and Recommendations 

 Perpetrators’ consolidation of power. The findings in Study 4 revealed that 

perpetrators in Pathway Two were effectively able to control, and in some cases modify, the 

flow and content of communication within an organisation by taking steps to create rivalries 

and divisions between staff members. One example of divisive behaviours was a perpetrator 

passing on false information to targets about what others thought about them; another was 

when perpetrators were able to insert themselves as a go-between for employees and those in 

more senior positions. Acting as a go-between effectively blocked the pathway for targets to 

voice their concerns about the perpetrators’ behaviours. Further, by limiting the targets’  

access to those with strategic importance, perpetrators likely had the opportunity to exert 

influence on and to manipulate those in higher managerial positions. 

 Problematically, from the perspective of individuals in more senior positions than the 

perpetrator, the control that the perpetrator gains over the communication systems could be 

viewed as the result of good persuasive skills, which are associated with effective leadership 

(Babiak et al., 2010). Additionally, a perpetrator’s ability to appear likeable and charming 

might be perceived positively by those with strategic importance, thus placing the instigator 

in a better position to receive promotions, or to maintain employment despite poor work 

performance (Babiak et al., 2010). Finally, a positive impression of the perpetrator may also 
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provide them with leeway to engage in unethical behaviours (James & Ithai, 2007), including 

fraud.  

In summary, manipulative behaviours enable an individual to maintain job security 

and even to be promoted to a position which may provide them with a greater opportunity to 

engage in destructive behaviours.  

Victims of emotionally manipulative behaviours. It was apparent in Study 4 that 

there were not many avenues for recourse for targets affected by emotional manipulation at 

work. This was due to the difficulties that either the targets, or other organisation personnel, 

had with managing the behaviours. For those dealing with more calculated manipulative 

behaviour, developing relationships with key decision makers within an organisation may 

limit the extent to which a manipulative individual can spread disinformation. Also, more 

people-oriented (rather than self-oriented) individuals should consider applying for 

management positions, even if that means stepping out of their comfort zones. This would 

stop individuals who exploit others for self-gain from gaining power. 

Perpetrators’ behaviours during interventions. The findings from these studies 

have implications in terms of understanding why or why not interventions to reduce 

workplace bullying are successful. Emotional manipulators were willing to use a variety of 

tactics to deflect any wrongdoing during interventions. The various interventions attempted 

included the target and/or organisation personnel directly confronting the individual, 

organisation and third party-led mediation, and external investigations involving interviews 

of all employees involved in the conflict. The tendency for manipulative behaviours to be 

exhibited in scenarios beyond the interactions with the target provides further confirmation of 

the notion that emotional manipulation has trait properties. The trait-like nature of emotional 

manipulation was first indicated in Study 2, where it was revealed that those who manipulate 
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others in their day-to-day lives are likely to act similarly in the workplace. As such, it cannot 

be expected that emotionally manipulative individuals will co-operate or compromise, 

regardless of the form of intervention attempted.  Some emotional manipulation tactics 

appeared more refined than others. They included the ability for the instigator to spin credible 

stories, or provide false assurances that behaviour change would be forthcoming. Their 

ability to be persuasive and deceptive, irrespective of the audience’s level of authority is in 

line with findings that those prone to manipulation are willing to engage in more high-stakes 

deception (Azizli et al., 2016). Such confidence might stem from a belief that their behaviour 

is warranted in the given situation, and may even benefit the targeted individual (Hart, 

Adams, & Burton, 2016; Hart, Breeden, & Richardson, 2020; Tortoriello, Hart, & 

Richardson, 2019). In Study 5, despite the strong correlation between the measure of 

malicious emotional manipulation and psychopathy, the scales separated meaningfully across 

two factors. Therefore, it is possible that individuals who seek to control the behaviours of 

others through emotional manipulation, are not driven by a complete disregard for others, 

meaning it might be possible to work with certain alleged perpetrators in order to find more 

appropriate ways to help others. Less refined strategies used by perpetrators of emotional 

manipulation during interventions were more defensive in nature. The lack of willingness to 

co-operate or compromise during mediation rendered the interventions ineffective. In many 

cases it appeared that instigators were playing the victim, thus leaving mediators with the 

impression that both the target and perpetrator were at fault.  

The ambiguity with respect to who is the target and who is the perpetrator has led 

some workplace aggression researchers to suggest that the perpetrator and target labels be 

used less prominently in research (Hershcovis & Reich, 2013). This argument has arisen in 

light of findings that demonstrate the existence of ‘bully-victims’, that is, individuals who 
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report being both a bully and a victim of bullying (Gallus, Bunk, Matthews, Barnes-Farrell, 

& Magley, 2014). One rationale for the bully-victim finding is that victims respond 

aggressively in reaction to being mistreated (Gallus et al., 2014), which can result in a spiral 

of incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Targets and perpetrators of workplace aggression 

can also share negative traits, for example Machiavellianism and psychoticism (Linton & 

Power, 2013). We argue that the labels of perpetrator and target continue to have practical 

meaning in the case of manipulative behaviour, as the evidence that perpetrators become 

targets or vice versa may be accounted for by a manipulative individual ‘playing the victim’ 

as a defensive strategy.  

There is limited research examining how individuals and organisations might 

intervene to manage behaviours of someone perceived as manipulative, or as scoring more 

highly on antisocial personality traits. Additionally, there is also a lack of good-quality 

research on the efficacy of interventions suitable to address issues arising from other well-

researched forms of counter-productive behaviours, such as workplace incivility or bullying 

(Hodgins, MacCurtain, & Mannix-McNamara, 2014) and mobbing (Gillen, Sinclair, 

Kernohan, Begley, & Luyben, 2017). 

One study found that techniques favoured by consultants to resolve conflict labelled 

as bullying include mediation, coaching and organisational development (Saam, 2010), 

although there is limited research investigating the efficacy of such approaches. In Glassl’s 

(1994) model of conflict escalation, mediation is recommended in the early stages of a 

conflict. However, as was demonstrated in the qualitative findings of the present work, such 

settings provided opportunity for further manipulation. Furthermore, confronting highly 

skilled manipulators with poor performance appraisals may also carry the risk of litigation 
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(Babiak et al., 2010) that may be beyond the capacity of an organisation to manage internally, 

or financially.  

When cases of bullying cannot be resolved internally, the Australian Safe Work 

Guidelines suggest an investigation by an unbiased person might be warranted, whereby 

evidence is gathered and evaluated, and then recommendations are provided to the 

organisation (Guerin, 2013). However, those with a tendency to be manipulative irrespective 

of the audience may mislead investigators which could result in the perpetrator continually 

not being held accountable for the actions. This finding could be explained using Operant 

Conditioning (Skinner, 1958). If that which reinforces the behaviour (getting their own way) 

is not changed, perpetrators will continue to emotionally manipulate others (as behaviours 

that are reinforced tend to be repeated), risking the health and wellbeing of other employees. 

Again, there is little research exploring the outcomes of the investigative process and efficacy 

of such procedures.  

Another arm of research in workplace bullying involves the identification of 

appropriate preventative measures to reduce the occurrence of bullying. Examples include 

improving organisation culture and the increasing level of support an organisation provides to 

employees. However, there is also a dearth of high-quality research on the efficacy of 

prevention measures for related constructs such as bullying mobbing and incivility (Gillen et 

al., 2017). While not explored in this study, it is possible that preventative measures to reduce 

bullying would not be resistant to undermining by manipulative individuals. Our findings 

demonstrated that harmonious working environments elicit threat responses for individuals 

with tendencies to manipulate the emotions of others, particularly in males with dark triad 

traits and contingent self-esteem. Therefore, workplaces attempting to be more inclusive may 

unintentionally evoke negative reactions and potentially exacerbate the behaviours of an 
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emotionally manipulative individual. In addition, individuals with strong tendencies to 

manipulate others who perceive higher levels of organisational support continue to engage in 

counterproductive behaviours perhaps due to fewer constraints, indicating that these people 

might seek to exploit more supportive environments (Palmer, Komarraju, Carter, & Karau, 

2017). 

Broader Recommendations and Future Directions  

The fact that one manipulative individual can potentially impact hundreds of others 

over their careers should be a strong impetus for further research in the area. Until further 

research is undertaken to investigate how best to manage the behaviour of manipulative 

individuals in the workplace, harm minimisation might be the most appropriate strategy to 

safeguard other employees and the organisations. Currently, an intervention failure might be 

interpreted as a sign that other conflict resolution approaches should be attempted. 

Alternatively, such failure could be perceived as a warning that one or more of the parties 

involved may not be self-motivated to accept any responsibility. Also conflicts between 

employees that appear juvenile do not necessarily mean they will be easy to resolve. Rather, 

immature behaviour might reflect a dysfunctional personality style, and will need to be 

managed more sensitively.  

 Psychologists, in particular forensic psychologists, have the training and skills to 

investigate cases in which there is suspicion that an individual may possess dark personality 

traits or some form of psychopathology. For this reason, it is important that individuals with 

this level of expertise are involved in either external investigations of emotionally 

manipulative behaviours, or are available to consult with organisations who are seeking 

assistance to resolve an issue internally. For those who are perceived to be enacting more 

relational forms of aggression, some ideas on how to manage the behaviours can be gleaned 
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from interventions involving the same behaviour in school-aged children. For example, the 

practice of self-affirmation (encouraging individuals to elaborate on past acts of kindness) 

reduces relational aggression by attempting to motivate more prosocial behaviour (Rowe & 

Armitage, 2017). Treatment plans might assist some instigators to develop skills to better 

regulate their emotions and reduce reliance on emotionally manipulative behaviour. 

Behaviour change could be measured with a tailored performance management program for 

the instigator, which in its most effective form would include regular feedback, and 

incentives to improve behaviour (e.g., Pritchard, Harrell, DiazGranados, & Guzman, 2008). 

For those more skilled in the art of manipulation, it might be more useful for outside 

people attempting to understand the behaviour to interpret it through the theoretical 

framework of Operant conditioning (Skinner, 1958). By emotionally manipulating others 

(problem behaviour), individuals are rewarded (positively reinforced) by getting their own 

way. The more success they have (e.g., gaining a promotion or getting away with something), 

the more likely they will repeat the behaviour. It might therefore be possible to reduce the 

behaviour by attempting to alter the consequences (whether or not they get a reward).  

According to Skinner (1958), if an individual is not able to get their own way, the 

probability of the behaviour occurring again reduces. This could be achieved through 

‘punishment’ which involves the removal of the incentive (rewarding stimulus) to help 

decrease undesirable behaviours. Reversing the outcomes of certain behaviours may help to 

reduce the levels of power and influence they have accumulated. One method of reducing the 

perpetrators’ power could include taking steps to open up communication pathways (e.g., 

scheduling meetings) between targets and individuals of strategic importance 

Regular performance appraisals may be a useful tool to formally document and track 

the undesirable behaviours, in particular those which include multiple sources, to rate the 
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behaviour of an individual with manipulative tendencies (Mathieu, Hare, Jones, Babiak, & 

Neumann, 2013). Using multiple sources to rate one individual avoids a scenario in which the 

manipulator is being appraised by someone they have potentially influenced. Ratings from 

other employees can also be used to verify measurements that rely on self-ratings, which can 

be prone to inflation. There is some criticism that multi-source performance appraisals are 

not a valid representation of an employee’s performance, due to inter-rater reliability issues. 

However, it is possible that two independent raters may have witnessed different sides of 

someone with a tendency to manipulative. Rather than dismissing such variation in ratings as 

an inter-reliability issue, it might be more useful to investigate what an employee might have 

to gain by being perceived favourably by one rater and not another. Even with more elaborate 

forms of performance appraisal, there remains a risk of litigation when highly skilled 

manipulators are confronted with evidence of poor performance (Babiak et al., 2010).  

As well as devising policy and investigating methods to assist organisations manage 

such individuals, programs aimed at increasing awareness of manipulative individuals and 

their tactics at a societal level could be beneficial. Firstly, it would be advantageous to widen 

the definition of bullying currently used by the Australian Fair Work Commission. 

Behaviours listed by the Commission as unreasonable include victimising, humiliating, 

intimidating or threatening. The current program of research found that destructive workplace 

behaviours, such as emotional manipulation, may not always be perceived negatively by 

targets or other employees within an organisation. Individuals who are likely to see a more 

positive side of an instigator will include those with strategic importance, meaning that the 

targets’ experience of the behaviour may not be fully understood by those with the power to 

remedy the issue. For this reason, it is prudent to caution targets to protect themselves by 

limiting their expectations about the likelihood of their issues being resolved. Lowered 
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expectations of favourable outcomes, or defensive pessimism (Norem & Cantor, 1986) is a 

cognitive behavioural strategy used by individuals to minimise threat to self-worth by 

mentally preparing for worst-case scenarios (Martin, Marsh, Williamson, & Debus, 2003). In 

the meantime, targets might consider focussing their energies into evaluating how and 

whether they can continue to work in some capacity with the alleged perpetrator. 

Descriptions of emotionally manipulative behaviour could additionally be written into 

generic workplace policies that are developed by the government and adopted by 

organisations. In such documents it would be important to make clear that interventions are 

not necessarily helpful in resolving conflict involving a manipulative individual. It is 

important to be quite transparent about the fact that manipulative individuals (particularly the 

more calculating sort) are a serious issue for an organisation. Unfortunately, at this stage it is 

not known how to most appropriately manage this situation, other than by taking steps to 

minimise the potential harm that might be inflicted on an organisation. Organisations might 

consider protecting their finances, attempting to shift power from the instigator, or managing 

the interactions they have with other employees. The former suggestion may be particularly 

relevant to instigators with a particular skill set needed by an organisations, such as a surgeon 

in a remote region. If it is not possible to monitor or very difficult to terminate a known 

instigator in a workplace, it would be necessary for an organisation to be transparent about 

the fact that this particular individual is difficult to work with, and provide other employees 

with the necessary support resources.  

An important finding in this current program of research is that males are more 

emotionally manipulative than females in workplace contexts. This is likely because the 

majority of emotionally manipulative behaviours are more overtly antagonistic and more 

closely aligned to with male gender stereotypes (assertiveness and independence) than female 
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gender stereotypes. In the context of the traditional hierarchical organisation, whereby one 

competes with others for more senior positions, emotionally manipulative skills are adaptive. 

It is possible that flatter organisational structures may reduce the incentives to be 

manipulative. Organisations might also encourage individuals who do not exhibit a keen 

interest to take a management role, to prevent those who seek promotion for selfish reasons 

from gaining additional power. Tying the attainment of promotions to demonstration of 

openness, transparency and honesty in all communications might also help to reduce the 

chance of a more deceptive candidate advancing within the ranks of an organisation. 

Alternatively, management responsibilities could be set up on a rotational basis, whereby 

every individual is required to perform some management duties as part of their role. Such a 

setup would diminish the status of management positions, thereby reducing incentives to be 

manipulative and reduce the length of time in power.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

All the quantitative studies in the thesis used self-report measures, thereby relying on 

a respondent to accurately and truthfully to describe themselves and their abilities. There is 

the possibility that participants may have responded deceptively, perhaps in order to paint 

themselves in a better light, thus affecting the validity of the questionnaires (He & van de 

Vijver, 2015). Although people might have been behaving in a socially desirable manner, 

participation was anonymous, and so these effects should have been limited. Even if their 

participants answered honestly, their level of insight might be limited. For example, 

assumptions were made that a person who was willing to engage in some form of emotional 

manipulation was able to succeed in doing so, especially when the participation cohort 

exhibits tendencies to inflate their own abilities. Asking participants how they know that they 

are successfully able to emotionally manipulate others might be a fruitful avenue of 
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investigation. Such research could help determine the level of participant insight into their 

own behaviours, without the need to undertake more complex laboratory-based studies that 

include behavioural observations of emotionally manipulative behaviour.  

The qualitative study was undertaken in part to investigate the accuracy of participant 

self-insight, by providing independently rated behaviour observations of those perceived as 

emotionally manipulative. Targets provided retrospective accounts of their experiences of 

being emotionally manipulated. Whilst the targets were in a position to freely discuss their 

perceptions without fear of repercussion, it remains possible that they created links between 

events in an attempt to form a coherent narrative of their experience. As such there is a risk 

that their recalled experience did not reflect what occurred at the time of the event. In order to 

capture the temporal and interactive components, and dynamics of emotional manipulation, 

future studies could adopt an Ecological Momentary Assessment methodology, wherein 

participants report their experiences as they occur (Stone & Shiffman, 1994). 

Qualitative analysis also relies on one author’s interpretation data, thus raising the 

possibility of validity issues. That said, the findings did closely align with those depicted by 

Keashley (2001), who conducted a qualitative assessment of targets’ experience of 

emotionally abusive behaviour. Such close alignment provides a level of validity in the 

findings of both studies. Our findings were also consistent with other research discussing the 

psychological impact of negative workplace behaviours (e.g., Butterworth et al., 2016). 

Targets were asked to make inferences about the motives of an instigator’s 

manipulative behaviour. It is possible that targets may have underestimated other factors that 

may have been driving the behaviours. This is understandable given that these situations are 

often invisible to the perceiver (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross & Nisbett, 1991). For 

example, the instigator’s supervisor may have been putting pressure on them to meet certain 
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targets, and as such the instigator’s level of aggression may have been driven by an increase 

in stress levels. That said, opinions of behaviours were also formed with information from 

others, thus providing some supporting evidence for the targets’ assertions. To further 

strengthen the validity of the instigators’ behaviours, future research could use multiple 

informants to report on an individual. This type of analysis may reveal important insight into 

how job position might affect what people perceive as manipulative and reveal individual 

differences in how people perceive and manage manipulation in the workplace. However, it 

is often difficult to recruit organisations that are willing to participate in research 

investigating socially aversive behaviours (Babiak et al., 2010), as was the case in our 

research. In order to overcome the tendency for people to engage in socially desirable 

responding, laboratory-based studies could also be designed to capture information on 

emotional manipulation and other personality measures.  

Concluding Remarks 

  

People who are subjected to negative workplace behaviours have higher levels of 

depression and anxiety than those who are not (Butterworth, Kiely, & Leach, 2016). These 

poor levels of mental health can persist five to seven years after the initial bullying 

experience (Lahelma, Lallukka, Laaksonen, Saastamoinen, & Rahkonen, 2012). The 

conceptualisation of emotional intelligence as a skill that is used in positive ways has 

broadened to include the ways it may be used to inflict harm on others. The findings from the 

studies in this thesis support the notion of a dark side of emotional intelligence, most notably 

its use in disingenuous forms of emotional manipulation at work. Several important findings 

have emerged from this thesis regarding emotional manipulation in the workplace. First, 

Study 2 revealed that people’s willingness to emotionally manipulate others is consistent 

across the contexts of day-to-day and work life, thus indicating the trait-like nature of 
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emotional manipulation. Second, examination of gender differences in one’s willingness to 

emotionally manipulate others at work in Study 3 revealed that emotional manipulation in 

females is behaviour predicted by a larger range of malevolent personality traits than in 

males. Thus, in females, emotional manipulation appears to be a product of impaired 

interpersonal functioning, whereas in males the behaviour is more normalised. Third, the 

qualitative study (Study 4) suggested that emotional manipulation was used strategically by 

some individuals to get ahead, whilst for other individuals emotional manipulation was a 

subconscious reaction to manage stress. Most notably, an understanding of an individual’s 

motive to emotionally manipulate others at work did not influence the degree of harm 

experienced by targets of the behaviour. This was most likely due to the amount of time 

required to discern a manipulator’s motives, which was complicated by the targets’ 

experience of both positive and negative interpersonal interactions with the instigator. 

However, an understanding of potential motives is integral to the formation of evidenced-

based solutions to combat emotional manipulation in the workplace These findings provide 

guidance as to what avenues organisations and society more broadly might take in order to 

reduce the occurrence of emotional manipulation in the workplace. It is hoped that this 

research will prompt societal discussion and development of strategies that can implemented 

to safeguard both the functioning of organisations and the wellbeing of employees from the 

destructive power of emotionally manipulative individuals. 

  



  

  233 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

Andersson, L. M., & Pearson, C. M. (1999). Tit for tat? The spiraling effect of incivility in 

the workplace. Academy of Management Review, 24(3), 452-471. doi:10.2307/259136 

Archer, J., & Coyne, S. M. (2005). An integrated review of indirect, relational, and social 

aggression. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 9(3), 212-230. 

doi:10.1207/s15327957pspr0903_2 

Armitage, C. J., & Rowe, R. (2017). Evidence that self-affirmation reduces relational 

aggression: A proof of concept trial. Psychology of Violence, 7(4), 489–497. doi: 

10.1037/vio0000062 

Austin, E. J., Farrelly, D., Black, C., & Moore, H. (2007). Emotional intelligence, 

Machiavellianism and emotional manipulation: Does EI have a dark side? Personality 

and Individual Differences, 43(1), 179-189. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2006.11.019 

Austin, E. J., & O'Donnell, M. M. (2013). Development and preliminary validation of a scale 

to assess managing the emotions of others. Personality and Individual Differences, 

55(7), 834-839. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2013.07.005 

Austin, E. J., Saklofske, D. H., Smith, M., & Tohver, G. (2014). Associations of the 

managing the emotions of others (MEOS) scale with personality, the Dark Triad and 

trait EI. Personality and Individual Differences, 65, 8-13. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.060 

Austin, E. J., & Vahle, N. (2016). Associations of the Managing the Emotions of Others 

Scale (MEOS) with HEXACO personality and with trait emotional intelligence at the 

factor and facet level. Personality and Individual Differences, 94, 348-353. doi: 

10.1016/j.paid.2016.01.047 



  

  234 

 

 

 

 

 

Azizli, N., Atkinson, B. E., Baughman, H. M., Chin, K., Vernon, P. A., Harris, E., & 

Veselka, L. (2016). Lies and crimes: Dark Triad, misconduct, and high-stakes 

deception. Personality and Individual Differences, 89, 34-39. 

doi:/10.1016/j.paid.2015.09.034 

Babiak, P., Neumann, C. S., & Hare, R. D. (2010). Corporate psychopathy: Talking the walk. 

Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 28(2), 174-193. doi:10.1002/bsl.925  

Becker, T. E., & Colquitt, A. L. (1992). Potential versus actual faking of a biodata form: An 

analysis along several dimensions of item type. Personnel Psychology, 45(2), 389-

406. doi:10.1111/j.1744-6570.1992.tb00855.x 

Bereczkei, T. (2018). Machiavellian intelligence hypothesis revisited: What evolved 

cognitive and social skills may underlie human manipulation. Evolutionary 

Behavioral Sciences, 12, 32–51. doi:10.1037/ebs0000096 

Berry, P. A., Gillespie, G. L., Gates, D., & Schafer, J. (2012). Novice nurse productivity 

following workplace bullying. Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 44(1), 80-87. 

doi:10.1111/j.1547-5069.2011.01436.x 

Butterworth, P., Kiely, K. M., & Leach, L. S. (2016). Why it's important for it to stop: 

Examining the mental health correlates of bullying and ill-treatment at work in a 

cohort study. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 50(11), 1085-1095. 

doi:10.1177/0004867415622267  

Calef, V., & Weinshel, E. (1981). Some clinical consequences of introjection: Gaslighting. 

Psychoanalytic Quarterly, 50, 44–67. 

Campbell, W. K., Hoffman, B. J., Campbell, S. M., & Marchisio, G. (2011). Narcissism in 

organizational contexts. Human Resource Management Review, 21(4), 268-284. 

doi:10.1016/j.hrmr.2010.10.007 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867415622267


  

  235 

 

 

 

 

 

Carson, A., Ruppanner, L., & Lewis, J. M. (2019). Race to the top: using experiments to 

understand gender bias towards female politicians. Australian Journal of Political 

Science, 1-17. doi:10.1080/10361146.2019.1618438 

Crossley, L., Woodworth, M., Black, P. J., & Hare, R. (2016). The dark side of negotiation: 

Examining the outcomes of face-to-face and computer-mediated negotiations among 

dark personalities. Personality and Individual Differences, 91, 47-51. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.11.052 

Davis, C. G., Wortman, C. B., Lehman, D. R., & Silver, R. C. (2000). Searching for meaning 

in loss: Are clinical assumptions correct? Death Studies, 24(6), 497-540. 

doi:10.1080/07481180050121471 

Dennis, M. R., & Kunkel, A. D. (2004). Perceptions of men, women, and CEOs: The effects 

of gender identity. Social Behaviour and Personality, 32(2), 155-172. doi: 

10.2224/sbp.2004.32.2.155 

Duffy, M. K., Ganster, D. C., Shaw, J. D., Johnson, J. L., & Pagon, M. (2006). The social 

context of undermining behavior at work. Organizational Behavior and Human 

Decision Processes, 101(1), 105-126. doi:10.1016/j.obhdp.2006.04.005 

Eagly, A. H., Wood, W., & Diekman, A. B. (2000). Social role theory of sex differences and 

similarities: A current appraisal. In T. Eckes, & H. M. Traunter (Eds.). The 

developmental social psychology of gender (pp. 123–174). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Exline, R., Thibaut, J., Hickey, C., & Gumpert, P. (1970). Visual interaction in relation to 

Machiavellianism and an unethical act. In Christie, R., & Geis, F. L. (Eds.), Studies in 

Machiavellianism (pp. 53-75). New York: Academic Press.  



  

  236 

 

 

 

 

 

Farrell, G. A., & Shafiei, T. (2012). Workplace aggression, including bullying in nursing and 

midwifery: a descriptive survey (the SWAB study). International Journal of Nursing 

Studies, 49(11), 1423-1431. doi:10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.06.007 

Ferguson, T. J., & Rule, B. G. (1982). Influence of inferential set, outcome intent, and 

outcome severity on children’s moral judgments. Developmental Psychology, 18, 

843–851.doi: 10.1037/0012-1649.18.6.843 

Forouzan, E., & Cooke, D. J. (2005). Figuring out la femme fatale: conceptual and 

assessment issues concerning psychopathy in females. Behavioral Sciences & the 

Law, 23(6), 765-778. doi:10.1002/bsl.669 

Gallus, J. A., Bunk, J. A., Matthews, R. A., Barnes-Farrell, J. L., & Magley, V. J. (2014). An 

eye for an eye? Exploring the relationship between workplace incivility experiences 

and perpetration. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 19(2), 143-154. 

doi:10.1037/a0035931 

Gaucher, D., Friesen, J., & Kay, A. C. (2011). Evidence that gendered wording in job 

advertisements exists and sustains gender inequality. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 101(1), 109-128. doi:10.1037/a0022530 

Glassl, F. (1994). Conflict management: A handbook for managers and consultants (4th ed.). 

Bern, Switzerland: Haupt. 

Gilbert, D. T., & Malone, P. S. (1995). The correspondence bias. Psychological Bulletin, 

117(1), 21-38. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.117.1.21 

Gillen, P. A., Sinclair, M., Kernohan, W. G., Begley, C. M., & Luyben, A. G. (2017). 

Interventions for prevention of bullying in the workplace. The Cochrane Database of 

Systematic Reviews, 1, CD009778. doi:10.1002/14651858.CD009778.pub2 



  

  237 

 

 

 

 

 

Grieve, R., & Mahar, D. (2010). The emotional manipulation-psychopathy nexus: 

Relationships with emotional intelligence, alexithymia and ethical position. 

Personality and Individual Differences, 48(8), 945-950. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2010.02.028 

Grieve, R., & Panebianco, L. (2013). Assessing the role of aggression, empathy, and self-

serving cognitive distortions in trait emotional manipulation. Australian Journal of 

Psychology, 65(2), 79-88. doi:10.1111/j.1742-9536.2012.00059.x 

Grieve, R., March, E., & Van Doorn, G. (2019). Masculinity might be more toxic than we 

think: The influence of gender roles on trait emotional manipulation. Personality and 

Individual Differences, 138, 157-162. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2018.09.042 

Guerin, L. (2013). The essential guide to workplace investigation: How to handle employee 

complaints & problems (3rd ed.). Berkeley, California: Nolo press. 

Hart, W., Adams, J. M., & Alex Burton, K. (2016). Narcissistic for the people: Narcissists 

and non-narcissists disagree about how to make a good impression. Personality and 

Individual Differences, 91, 69-73. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2015.11.045 

He, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R. (2015). Self-presentation styles in self-reports: Linking the 

general factors of response styles, personality traits, and values in a longitudinal 

study. Personality and Individual Differences, 81, 129-134. doi: 

10.1016/j.paid.2014.09.009 

Hershcovis, M. S., & Reich, T. C. (2013). Integrating workplace aggression research: 

Relational, contextual, and method considerations. Journal of Organizational 

Behavior, 34(Suppl 1), S26-S42. doi:10.1002/job.1886 



  

  238 

 

 

 

 

 

Hodgins, M., MacCurtain, S., & Mannix-McNamara, P. (2014). Workplace bullying and 

incivility: a systematic review of interventions. International Journal of Workplace 

Health Management, 7(1), 54-72. doi:10.1108/IJWHM-08-2013-0030 

James, D. W., & Ithai, S. (2007). Flattery will get you everywhere (especially if you are a 

male Caucasian): How ingratiation, boardroom behavior, and demographic minority 

status affect additional board appointments at U.S. companies. The Academy of 

Management Journal, 50(2), 267-288. doi:10.2307/20159854  

Kam, C. C.-S., & Bond, M. H. (2009). Emotional reactions of anger and shame to the norm 

violation characterizing episodes of interpersonal harm. British Journal of Social 

Psychology, 48, 203– 219. doi:10.1348/014466608x324367 

Keashly, L. (2001). Interpersonal and systemic aspects of emotional abuse at work: The 

target’s perspective. Violence and Victims, 16(3), 233-268. doi:10.1891/0886-

6708.16.3.233 

Kilduff, M., Chiaburu, D. S., & Menges, J. I. (2010). Strategic use of emotional intelligence 

in organizational settings: Exploring the dark side. Research in organizational 

behavior, 30, 129-152. doi:10.1016/j.riob.2010.10.002  

Lahelma, E., Lallukka, T., Laaksonen, M., Saastamoinen, P., & Rahkonen, O. (2012). 

Workplace bullying and common mental disorders: a follow-up study. Journal of 

Epidemiology & Community Health, 66(6), 1-5. doi:10.1136/jech.2010.115212  

Levashina, J., & Campion, M. A. (2007). Measuring faking in the employment interview: 

Development and validation of an interview faking behavior scale, Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 96(2), 1638-1656. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1638 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.6.1638


  

  239 

 

 

 

 

 

Linton, D. K., & Power, J. L. (2013). The personality traits of workplace bullies are often 

shared by their victims: Is there a dark side to victims? Personality and Individual 

Differences, 54(6), 738-743. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2012.11.026 

Lutgen-Sandvik, P., & McDermott, V. (2011). Making sense of supervisory bullying: 

Perceived powerlessness, empowered possibilities. Southern Communication Journal, 

76(4), 342-368. doi:10.1080/10417941003725307 

Mathieu, C., Hare, R. D., Jones, D. N., Babiak, P., & Neumann, C. S. (2013). Factor structure 

of the B-Scan 360: A measure of corporate psychopathy. Psychological Assessment 

25(1), 288-293. doi:10.1037/a0029262 

Martin, A. J., Marsh, H. W., Williamson, A., & Debus, R. L. (2003). Self-handicapping, 

defensive pessimism and goal orientation: A qualitative study of university students. 

Journal of Educational Psychology, 95(3), 617-628. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.95.3.617  

Mayer, J. D., Roberts, R. D., & Barsade, S. G. (2007). Human abilities: Emotional 

intelligence. Annual Review of Psychology, 59(1), 507-536. 

doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.59.103006.093646 

Munyon, T. P., Summers, J. K., Thompson, K. M., & Ferris, G. R. (2015). Political skill and 

work outcomes: A theoretical extension, meta‐analytic investigation, and agenda for 

the future. Personnel Psychology, 68(1), 143-184. doi:10.1111/peps.12066 

Nevicka, B., De Hoogh, A. H. B., Van Vianen, A. E. M., & Ten Velden, F. S. (2013). 

Uncertainty enhances the preference for narcissistic leaders. European Journal of 

Social Psychology, 43(5), 370-380. doi:10.1002/ejsp.1943  

Norem, J. K., & Cantor, N. (1986). Anticipatory and post hoc cushioning strategies: 

Optimism and defensive pessimism in “risky” situations. Cognitive Therapy and 

Research, 10(3), 347-362. doi:10.1007/ BF01173471 



  

  240 

 

 

 

 

 

Palmer, J. C., Komarraju, M., Carter, M. Z., & Karau, S. J. (2017). Angel on one shoulder: 

Can perceived organizational support moderate the relationship between the Dark 

Triad traits and counterproductive work behavior? Personality and Individual 

Differences, 110, 31-37. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.01.018 

Park, C. L., & Folkman, S. (1997). Meaning in the context of stress and coping. Review of 

General Psychology, 1(2), 115-144. doi:10.1037/1089-2680.1.2.115 

Park, C. L. (2004). The notion of growth following stressful life experiences: Problems and 

prospects. Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 69-76. doi:10.1207/s15327965pli150101 

Pritchard, R. D., Harrell, M. M., DiazGranados, D., & Guzman, M. J. (2008). The 

productivity measurement and enhancement system: A meta-analysis. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 93(3), 540-567. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.93.3.540 

Rogstad, J. E., & Rogers, R. (2008). Gender differences in contributions of emotion to 

psychopathy and antisocial personality disorder. Clinical Psychology Review, 28(8), 

1472-1484. doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2008.09.004 

Ross, L., & Nisbett, R. E. (1991). The person and the situation: Perspectives of social 

psychology. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Book Company. 

Saam, N. (2010). Interventions in workplace bullying: A multilevel approach. European 

Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 19(1), 51-75. doi: 

10.1080/13594320802651403 

Salovey, P., & Mayer, J. D. (1990). Emotional Intelligence. Imagination, Cognition and 

Personality, 9(3), 185-211. doi:10.2190/DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG 

Skinner, B. F. (1938). The Behavior of Organisms: An Experimental Analysis. New York: 

Appleton-Century. 



  

  241 

 

 

 

 

 

Stone, A. A., & Shiffman, S. (1994). Ecological momentary assessment (EMA) in behavorial 

medicine. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 16(3), 199-202. doi:10.1093/abm/16.3.199 

Tortoriello, G. K., Hart, W., & Richardson, K. (2019). Predicting perceived harmful intent 

from the Dark Tetrad: A novel cognitive account of interpersonal harm. Personality 

and Individual Differences, 147, 43-52. doi:10.1016/j.paid.2019.04.020 

Widhiarso, W., Steyer, R., & Ravand, H. (2019). Exploring a proactive measure of making 

items of a personality questionnaire resistant to faking: An employee selection setting. 

Personality and Individual Differences, 149, 1-7. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2019.05.04 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  242 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix G 

Ethics Approval Letters

 
 



  

  243 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  244 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

  245 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




