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Abstract. Individuals with antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) or by its lay-

man term ‘psychopaths’ are often perceived in a negative light. However certain 

studies reveal that psychopaths perform better under an abusive boss. Surpris-

ingly, psychopaths reported improved well-being, more positive emotions, and 

lower levels of anger under the constant torment of an abusive supervisor, in con-

trast to non-psychopathic employees. The rationale for this phenomenon stems 

from the fact that psychopaths lack both empathy and fear, and therefore are in-

sensitive to emotionally aversive stimuli. Non-psychopaths who could not endure 

the strain of the hostile work environment would resign and only the psychopaths 

were left behind to survive and flourish over the long-term. Despite previous lit-

erature shedding light on the possibility of psychopaths thriving in an aversive 

work environment or under an abusive leader, as at the time of writing there are 

a sparsity of studies that observe the moderating effect of work stress on a psy-

chopath’s job performance. The current paper therefore proposes a conceptual 

framework whereby psychopaths are said to perform better in a high stress high-

pressure work environment, and in contrast perform worse in low stress low-

pressure work environments. The possible implications being that psychopaths 

are more resilient to aversive stimuli and can still stay focused and undistracted 

in a hostile work environment. 
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1 Introduction 

Individuals with antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) or by its layman term ‘psycho-

paths’ are often seen in a negative light within both literature and the workplace [8]. A 

recent meta-analysis by [18], summarizes and paints an overall grim image of psycho-

paths as they are constantly stigmatized as having low job performance, high counter-

productive work behaviors (CWB), and low organizational citizenship behaviors 

(OCB). In a nutshell, a psychopath is someone who lacks empathy, does not feel 

© The Author(s) 2025 
T. M. Nathan et al. (eds.), Proceedings of the 13th International Conference on Business, Accounting, Finance and 
Economics (BAFE 2025), Advances in Economics, Business and Management Research 368, 
https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6463-968-1_11

https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6463-968-1_11
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.2991/978-94-6463-968-1_11&domain=pdf


130             T. Hong-leong et al.

remorse, is impulsive, manipulative, and cold. However, an interesting study by [13], 

found that psychopaths performed better under abusive bosses. As opposed to their non-

psychopathic peers, psychopaths surprisingly reported better well-being, more positive 

emotions, and lower levels of anger even when under the constant torment of an abusive 

supervisor. The rationale for this phenomenon stems from the fact that psychopaths 

lack both empathy and fear and therefore are insensitive to emotionally aversive stimuli 

[4]. Because psychopaths experience fear, anger, disgust and remorse much differently 

compared to their non-psychopathic counterparts, psychopaths react to various aversive 

stimuli at the workplace in a less avoidant manner. For example, while it might be nor-

mal for an employee to avoid making eye contact with an abusive supervisor or avoid 

taking the same elevator with that same abusive supervisor, the psychopath could care 

less and might even lack the understanding of why other employees are avoiding the 

abusive supervisor. Even when observing an abusive supervisor tormenting and harass-

ing other colleagues, the psychopath’s lack of empathy and fear allows the psychopath 

to remain undisturbed by what he or she has seen, and thus still stay fully focused on 

the job. In line with this according to [14], a high stress and high-pressure work envi-

ronment results in normal employees leaving, and only psychopaths remaining, with 

the result being a highly engaged workforce of psychopaths. This is because normal 

employees cannot handle the strain, while the psychopathic ones stay doing fine and 

thus stay onboard for the long-term. 

Despite previous literature shedding light on the possibility of psychopaths thriving 

in an aversive work environment [14], or under an abusive leader [13], as at the time of 

writing there a sparsity of studies that observe the moderating effect of work stress on 

a psychopath’s job performance. To elaborate, the current paper proposes that psycho-

paths perform better than their non-psychopathic peers, but only within high stress high 

pressure work environment. In a low-to-moderate stress environment, the non-psycho-

pathic employees would perform better. 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Psychopathy 

According to [12], a psychopath is an individual who demonstrates a cluster of person-

ality traits characterized by (1) the absence of empathy and remorse (2) the inability to 

experience basic emotions, and (3) manipulativeness. Without surprise, a recent meta-

analysis by [18], paints an overall negative image of psychopaths as they are constantly 

seen as being underperformers, having high work deviance and low helpful behaviors. 

It should be noted that psychopathy is not a formal diagnosis in the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) but is closely related to antisocial per-

sonality disorder (ASPD) and is often studied using the four facets within the Psychop-

athy Checklist–Revised (PCL-R) developed by [11]. Psychopathy can be divided into 

four facets or dimensions. This four-facet theoretical structure of psychopathy helps 

distinguish different aspects of psychopathy more precisely. To elaborate, the four fac-

ets or dimensions are: 
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Psychopathy Facet 1: Interpersonal. Psychopaths' propensity for dishonesty and 

manipulation is reflected in their interpersonal aspect.  This area includes traits like 

pathological lying, exaggerated self-esteem, superficial charm, and cunning or 

manipulativeness [11]. Because of these traits, people can take advantage of others, 

frequently with charm disguising their ulterior motives.  This aspect appears to be 

closely linked to instrumental aggression, which is characterized by planned and goal-

oriented antisocial behavior [17]. 

Psychopathy Facet 2: Affective. The affective dimension includes superficial 

emotions and emotional deficiencies.  Shallow feelings, callousness or lack of empathy, 

unwillingness to take responsibility for one's actions, and a lack of regret or sorrow are 

important markers [11].  High on this aspect, people are frequently unable to feel strong 

emotional bonds and are unconcerned with the pain of others.  According to 

neurobiological research, this affective impairment is linked to amygdala dysfunction, 

which hinders emotional processing and fear conditioning [3].  To distinguish 

psychopathy from other antisocial personality traits, this aspect is frequently seen as 

the essence of the disorder. 

Psychopathy Facet 3: Lifestyle. The lifestyle component encapsulates carelessness 

and behavioral instability.  Impulsivity, carelessness, a parasitic way of living, a lack 

of genuine long-term goals, a need for excitement or a propensity for boredom, and 

more are characteristics [11]. People that participate in these habits typically lead 

unsafe lives, shun steady jobs, and take part in risky activities.  According to [19], this 

aspect is linked to drug misuse and criminal activity, and it overlaps with externalizing 

behaviors. 

Psychopathy Facet 4: Antisocial. The antisocial facet reflects persistent rule-breaking 

and criminal behavior. According to [11], these include juvenile delinquency, early 

behavioral issues, weak behavioral controls, revocation of conditional release, and 

criminal versatility. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (APA, 2013), this aspect most closely resembles antisocial personality 

disorder (ASPD). However, while ASPD emphasizes behavioral deviance, the PCL-R 

antisocial facet is considered one component of the broader psychopathy construct. 

Negative Impact of Psychopathy on Work Performance. Most evidence suggests 

that psychopathy is generally detrimental to work performance. To elaborate, 

employees that exhibit greater levels of psychopathic tendencies frequently participate 

in unproductive work practices such bullying, dishonesty, manipulation, and taking 

advantage of coworkers [2, 5]. In addition to undermining cooperation, these actions 

can damage long-term productivity and corporate trust. In a meta-analysis, for example, 

[16] revealed that psychopathy is positively connected with unproductive work 

behaviors and adversely connected with overall job performance. In a nutshell, 

psychopaths perform badly at work because their impulsiveness, lack of empathy, 

manipulativeness, and irresponsibility clash with the characteristics required for long-

term job success. While they may advance fast owing to charm or daring, their long-

term performance generally decreases, severely affecting people around them.  
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Based on literature, it is thus proposed that: Proposition 1: Psychopathy has a 

negative influence on work performance. 

2.2 Work Stress 

The term workplace stress, also referred to as occupational stress, refers to the adverse 

emotional and physical responses that occur when an employee's needs, abilities, or 

resources are not satisfied by the demands of their position. It happens when employees 

feel that the resources or help, they need to meet the demands of their occupations are 

not commensurate with those demands [15]. Reduced productivity, burnout, absentee-

ism, cardiovascular issues, and mental health conditions including anxiety and depres-

sion are all linked to work-related stress [10]. In a nutshell, occupational stress is a 

mismatch between work demands and an individual’s ability to cope, potentially result-

ing in negative outcomes for both employees and organizations. 

Work Stress as a moderator of the Psychopathy-Performance relationship. The 

Highly stressful work environments and low stress work environments differ in terms 

of workload, culture, employee well-being, and productivity. High-stress environments 

are typically characterized by aggressive bosses, excessive workload, long hours, and 

unrealistic deadlines, which create pressure and strain on employees [10]. Low-stress 

environments have more relationship-oriented bosses, more manageable workloads and 

balanced demands, which allows employees to meet expectations without experiencing 

chronic pressure [7]. Overall, high-stress work environments create excessive 

psychological demands on the employee, provide low control, offer poor support, and 

has negative health impacts and reduced performance among employees. In contrast, 

low-stress environments create more balanced demands on the employee, provide 

autonomy, a supportive culture, positive health outcomes, and improved productivity 

[7, 10, 15]. 

However, there is some evidence within literature that psychopaths (as opposed to 

non-psychopathic employees) may flourish and prosper in an aversive, high stress and 

high-pressure work environment. According to a study by [13], psychopaths perform 

better in a high stress work environment such as when ta supervisors is verbally or 

physically abusive. Psychopaths still reported stronger levels of pleasant emotions, less 

anger, and improved well-being as opposed to their colleagues who were not psycho-

pathic. The reason for this is because psychopaths are slightly more immune and indif-

ferent to threatening or stressful stimuli at work, due to their lower capacity for feeling 

empathy and fear [4].  Said another way, psychopaths respond to a variety of unpleasant 

stimuli at work in a less avoidant way than their non-psychopathic counterparts. Thus, 

at the end of the day, psychopaths are more resilient during the storm and can still stay 

focused in a hostile work environment. These findings were also supported by [14] 

whereby psychopaths were found to thrive in an aversive, high stress and high-pressure 

work environment. Because psychopaths are more likely to thrive in a highly stressful 

work environment rather than in low stress work environments, it is thus proposed that: 

Proposition 2: Work Stress moderates the negative relationship between psychopa-

thy and work performance, such that the negative relationship between psychopathy 
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and work performance becomes weaker in high  work stress environments, as opposed 

to low work stress environments. 

3 Proposed Conceptual Framework 
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Fig. 1. Conceptual framework 

As seen in Figure 1, the current study proposes a conceptual framework whereby psy-

chopaths perform better in a high stress high-pressure work environment and perform 

worse in low stress low-pressure work environments. This is because psychopaths are 

more resilient to aversive stimuli and can still stay focused and undistracted in a hostile 

work environment. 

4 Proposed Methodology 

The current study will utilize SmartPLS software to analyze the relationships among 

the constructions in the proposed conceptual framework. 

5 Expected Outcome and Conclusion 

The expected outcome of the current study is that psychopaths would be found to per-

form better under a high stress work environment and in contrast perform poorer in low 

stress work environments. Implications for HR are that individuals with high psychop-

athy traits should be placed in more aversive and high stress work environments, as 

these individuals are more resilient to aversive stimuli and can still stay focused and 

undistracted in a hostile work environment. 
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