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Abstract: This paper aims to explore differences in personality traits, focusing on the levels of primary 

psychopathy, between formal leaders of family and non-family companies as well as assessing differences in 

the job satisfaction levels of their employees. Moreover, we assess the relationship between the employees' 

perception of their formal leader’s primary psychopathy levels and their job satisfaction levels in family firms. 

The empirical evidence is provided by a sample of 95 Portuguese employees, who responded to a questionnaire 

that included their perception of their formal leader’s primary psychopathy level and job satisfaction measures. 

All respondents work in small and medium-sized private companies with no management responsibilities and 

under formal hieratical supervision. The initial idea that family firms’ employees perceive lower levels of 

primary psychopathy in their formal leaders than non-family firms’ employees was confirmed. However, 

employees of family and non-family firms did not differ in their job satisfaction levels. The results also support 

the notion that perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders are negatively associated with the 

employees’ job satisfaction levels. These findings contribute to the research literature by addressing two aspects 

under-addressed in the comparison between family and non-family firms, while offering insights on the 

relationship between primary psychopathy in formal leaders and job satisfaction levels of employees working 

in family firms. 

Keywords: family business; primary psychopathy; job satisfaction 

 

1. Introduction 

More than two-thirds of all private companies are family-owned, employing over 60% of the 

global workforce and accounting for more than 70% of the global GDP's economic impact (Gómez-

Mejía et al. 2018; Neckebrouck et al. 2018; Pimentel et al. 2021). Family businesses represent the 

prevailing form of enterprise worldwide and are widely acknowledged as significant contributors to 

economic prosperity and stability (Englisch et al. 2015). Given their pivotal role as actors and agents 

of socioeconomic development, family businesses have garnered increasing attention from the 

scientific community in recent years (Sageder et al. 2018). Despite the substantial growth in research 

on family businesses, so far, most studies have focused on identifying and elucidating the 

distinguishing aspects, behaviors, and processes that set family businesses apart from non-family 

businesses. These studies have examined variations in ownership (Pimentel et al. 2017a), 

management (Zellweger and Astrachan 2008; Pimentel 2016), leadership (Pérez-González 2006), 

career development (Schröder et al., 2011), job satisfaction (Pimentel 2018; Pimentel and Pereira 2022), 

organizational reputation (Deephouse and Jaskiewicz 2013), organizational justice (Pimentel et al. 

2020), emotional regulation (Pimentel and Pereira 2022), and decision-making styles (Pimentel et al. 

2018). Nevertheless, there remain several crucial organizational aspects that warrant further 

investigation, not only in comparing family and non-family businesses but also in enhancing our 
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understanding of specific processes and aspects unique to family businesses. One such unexplored 

aspect is the relationship between the perceived personality traits of formal leaders, particularly 

primary psychopathy traits, and the job satisfaction levels of employees. The literature on leadership 

dynamics between formal leaders and employees within family businesses remains relatively sparse 

(Combs et al. 2018). This study aims to contribute to a knowledge gap in the literature related to the 

understanding of human capital management in family businesses by (1) exploring and comparing  

personality traits of formal leaders, focusing on the perception of the employees regarding the levels 

of primary psychopathy in their formal leaders in family and non-family businesses, (2) assessing the 

employees’ job satisfaction levels in family and non-family businesses, and (3) exploring the 

relationship between the employees perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders and 

their job satisfaction levels in family businesses. By undertaking this comprehensive approach, and 

grounded on the principles of socioemotional wealth (i.e. the “affective endowments” of the owning 

family which derives from the family’s controlling position in a particular firm (Berrone et al. 2012)) 

and on the dual-factor model of psychopathy, this study aims to advance the understanding of 

variables that have received less attention in the comparison between family and non-family 

businesses, particularly leader’s traits of psychopathy, and to contribute valuable evidence to support 

the relationship between perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders and the job 

satisfaction levels of employees within the context of family businesses. This paper follows a 

structured approach. First, it presents and discusses the theoretical foundations of the main concepts 

and variables under study, along with the theoretical derivation of hypotheses. Next, the sample and 

the used methods are characterized. Subsequently, the empirical results are presented. The obtained 

results are thoroughly discussed, and their implications are explored. Finally, the research limitations 

are addressed, providing avenues for future investigations, and theoretical and practical implications 

are discussed. 

2. Theoretical foundations and Hypotheses Development 

2.1. Primary psychopathy in formal leaders 

The constantly evolving dynamics of the organizational landscape have pushed companies to 

create conducive working conditions that promote effective management of this environment. In this 

pursuit for organizational improvement, previously under-addressed factors, such as personality 

traits of formal leaders and have garnered increasing interest (Kumari et al. 2022). In the same line, 

primary psychopathy, also referred to as successful psychopathy or corporate psychopathy, has 

recently begun to be discussed as a key factor of corporate misconduct (Laurijssen et al. 2023). Thus, 

the negative perception associated with primary psychopathy has sparked debates within the 

scientific community (Durand et al. 2017). Studies have suggested that there were at least three times 

as many psychopaths in executive or chief executive officer roles than in the overall population (e.g., 

Babiak et al. 2010; Grijalva et al. 2015), significantly influencing the organizational context and its 

outcomes, impacting not only other formal leaders but also and mostly their employees. Psychopathy 

has been defined by two main models: (1) the triarchic model, proposed by Patrick et al. (2009), which 

comprises three distinct elements - boldness, meanness, and disinhibition; and (2) the classical dual-

factor model of psychopathy, which distinguishes between primary and secondary subtypes of the 

disorder (Vassileva et al. 2005). The dual-factor model, adopted in this study, differentiates primary 

psychopathy, characterized by non-clinical states strongly related to affective and interpersonal 

characteristics (e.g., callousness, lack of remorse and guilt, manipulation), from secondary 

psychopathy, related to the clinical and behavioral dimensions of psychopathy (e.g., impulsivity, 

irresponsibility, antisocial lifestyle). Irrespective of the model used, psychopathic traits can 

significantly impact the day-to-day interactions between leaders and employees, strongly influencing 

work performance and employee job satisfaction (Janssen and Van Yperen 2004). Additionally, 

primary psychopathy has been identified as an influential characteristic in the perception of higher-

level executives, with individuals exhibiting higher levels of primary psychopathy being classified as 

high-potential employees (Neumann and Hare 2008). Furthermore, recent studies have revealed a 
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positive association between primary psychopathy levels and reaching managerial positions (e.g., 

Hurst et al. 2019). Some researchers have used the term "successful" psychopaths to describe such 

individuals who have secured high-ranking positions in corporations (Raine et al. 2005). While 

primary psychopathy has been extensively studied across various contexts (Madjar et al. 2019), its 

exploration within the context of family businesses remains notably scarce in the existing literature. 

In an endeavor to enrich this body of knowledge and grounded on the socioemotional wealth 

framework (Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007), specifically on the positive aspects of socioemotional wealth, 

such as the development  of  an organizational culture based on a genuine concern with employees 

and the promotion of a pleasant working environment where employees are esteemed and cherished, 

often being treated as part of the family (Pimentel et al. 2021), we propose the following: 

H1. Family firms’ employees perceive lower levels of primary psychopathy in their formal 

leaders than non-family firms’ employees. 

2.2. Job satisfaction 

Employee job satisfaction is a critical aspect of organizational success, directly impacting 

employee well-being, productivity, and retention (Abdullah et al. 2021). The investment made by 

companies in the employees’ well-being has garnered significant attention from organizational 

scholars and practitioners alike. Central to this endeavor is the concept of job satisfaction, which 

hinges upon the contentment experienced by employees within their work roles. Locke (1976) posited 

a comprehensive definition of job satisfaction, conceiving it as an outcome emanating from the 

intricate interplay of cognitive processes and emotional experiences that emerge within the context 

of one's working conditions, including aspects such as perceived respect (i.e., in the form of praise 

and appreciation) and equitable compensation, as well as the quality of interpersonal relationships 

within the workplace. As such, job satisfaction denotes an employee's profound sense of fulfillment 

and triumph within their occupational milieu, thereby indicating that the individual is engaged in a 

role and vocation that aligns with their personal preferences and is accompanied by appropriate 

recognition and remuneration for his/her efforts (Tepayakul and Rinthaisong, 2018). Thus, job 

satisfaction represents a combination of positive or negative feelings towards the work to be 

performed. Bowling and Hammond (2008) posit that the significance of job satisfaction lies in its 

impact on work-related outcomes, such as employees' intentions to either remain within or leave the 

organization, as well as their engagement in desirable behaviors that contribute to contextual 

performance. Job satisfaction can promote the establishment of a harmonious relationship between 

the company and its employees (Ramlawati et al. 2021). Similarly, Aziri (2011) contends that job 

satisfaction plays a pivotal role in determining the effectiveness and efficiency of an organization. 

Within family firms, the presence of strong and enduring relationships often gives rise to situations 

in which employees experience dual connections, fostering positive relationships both with the 

family members, in most case acting as formal leaders, and the firm itself (Madden et al. 2017). These 

dual connections can contribute to enhancing the job satisfaction experienced by employees in family 

firms. We argue that this is attributed to the inherent disposition of family firms to demonstrate a 

strong commitment to respecting and fulfilling their obligations and promises made to employees, 

coupled with their deep concern for ensuring socioemotional wealth (Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007), 

including endeavors to establish and maintain a favorable reputation within the community. Based 

on these premises, we hypothesize that employees working in family companies exhibit higher levels 

of job satisfaction when compared to employees in non-family companies. Thus, our second 

hypothesis is as follows: 

H2. Family firms’ employees show higher levels of job satisfaction than non-family firms’ 

employees. 

Prior studies have identified aspects as leadership effectiveness and organizational support as 

prominent influences on employee job satisfaction (Judge et al. 2001a). Additionally, the interplay of 

individual characteristics of formal leaders, such as personality traits and work values, may further 

impact employees’ job satisfaction over time. Thus, effective leadership and management practices 

emerge as a crucial aspect that significantly impacts job satisfaction. According to Ramlawati et al. 
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(2021), supportive and empathetic leaders who provide clear direction, recognition, and 

opportunities for growth and development contribute to higher levels of employee satisfaction. 

Conversely, autocratic, and unsupportive leadership can lead to job stress, dissatisfaction, and 

disengagement. Consequently, a leader’s abusive workplace behavior from can have a direct impact 

on employees, most notably by raising their levels of psychological distress, decreasing their levels 

of job satisfaction (Tepper et al. 2009), which in turn is associated with lower levels of job performance 

(Harris et al. 2007), and increasing turnover intentions (Tepper et al. 2009). Butler and Martin (2020) 

suggest that job stress in employees working in family firms can cascade to the employer and their 

family members, resulting in increased intrapersonal and interpersonal conflicts. These conflicts can 

create a hostile work environment, ultimately reducing overall employee job satisfaction and 

performance. A pivotal study by Spencer and Byrne (2016) examined the correlation between 

personality traits of formal leaders (i.e., managers), psychopathic characteristics, and the subsequent 

job satisfaction levels of their employees. While the study confirmed that top managers tend to exhibit 

higher levels of primary psychopathy, the results did not support the initial idea that lower-level 

employees would show high levels of intrinsic job satisfaction and moderate levels of extrinsic job 

satisfaction, regardless of their superiors’ level of primary psychopathy. As evident, thus far, 

individual personality differences can exert a substantial impact on employee well-being, 

underscoring the significant influence that the leaders’ personal traits can have on daily 

organizational operations. Moreover, the leader plays a pivotal role in fulfilling the individual and 

internal perspectives of each employee, aligning individual capabilities with organizational needs, 

and addressing the financial, physical, and interpersonal requirements of both parties (Cunha et al. 

2014). Beyond merely influencing commitment to goals, this psychological aspect of the leader-

contract bond significantly affects employee job satisfaction, with leaders' personality traits playing 

a decisive role in the perception of job satisfaction. Thus, it is possible to conclude that these are 

related, since effective leadership and management can sternly influence the employees’ job 

satisfaction levels (Erniwati et al. 2020). Although the existing literature supports this relationship 

(Nurlina 2022), it has not yet been empirically tested in the family business context. Grounded on the 

mentioned parallel findings and as an initial attempt to contribute to the literature on family business, 

we suggest that: 

H3. In family firms, the employees’ perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders 

are negatively associated with their job satisfaction levels. 

3. Materials and methods 

3.1. Sample and data collection 

There is a diverse range of approaches utilized to operationally define family businesses 

(Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007; Rutherford et al. 2008). In this study, the criterion of ownership and 

management control, as proposed by Chua et al. (1999), was adapted to formulate an operational 

definition. Accordingly, a company is considered a family business if at least 75% of the shares are 

owned by the family, and if the family exclusively holds responsibility for the company's 

management. This operational definition ensures that the family effectively governs, controls, and 

manages the company (Pimentel et al. 2020). To gather data on the employees’ perception of primary 

psychopathy in formal leaders and job satisfaction levels, a cross-sectional research design was 

employed. As suggested by Spector (2019), this type of design is suitable for exploring relatively 

under-studied topics, as the ones addressed in this study. Additionally, cross-sectional designs are 

particularly advantageous compared to experimental or longitudinal designs, especially when 

obtaining a high response rate (i.e., a large sample) is challenging (Spector 2019). During the 

questionnaire development, measures were taken to mitigate common method bias, including 

enhancing scale items to eliminate ambiguity, and minimizing social desirability bias in item wording 

(Podsakoff et al. 2012). Participants completed an online questionnaire, which included the 

Portuguese versions of the Levenson’s Self Report Psychopathy Scale (Coelho et al. 2010) and the 

Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (Ferreira et al. 2009). These instruments have undergone 
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extensive validation and are widely used in research. Data from family businesses were collected in 

collaboration with the Portuguese Association of Family Businesses, which kindly shared the 

questionnaire access link with their associate members. For non-family company employees, the 

questionnaire link was disseminated via email using a publicly available mailing list of Portuguese 

companies. The final sample consisted of 95 Portuguese employees (see Table 1). Of the 95 employees 

who participated in this study, 42 were employees of family businesses, and 53 were non-family 

businesses’ employees; 66% were female, with an average age of 34 years and working in the 

company for approximately 9 years. Most participants hold a bachelor’s degree (49.5%), followed by 

the ones who have a high school diploma (33.7%), while 16.8% hold a master’s degree. Regarding the 

formal employment contracts, 61.1% had a permanent contract, 24.2% a fixed-term contract, and 

14.7% were on temporary-work contracts. Focusing on the 42 employees of family businesses, 42.9% 

were females, with an average age of 36 years and working in the company for 8 years; most had a 

high-school diploma (40%) and were on a permanent-employment contract (65%). The data were 

collected between April and August 2022 and all respondents were employees of privately-owned 

small and medium-sized companies. The participants were selected based on specific criteria, 

specifically working in Portugal, with no management responsibilities and under formal hierarchical 

supervision. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of sample demographic characteristics. 

Variable 

 

Groups 

 

 

Frequency 

 

Percentage 

Gender 

Female 63 66.0% 

Male 

 
32 34.0% 

Age of the respondent 

18 - 25 years 7 7.4% 

26 - 41 years 68 71.6% 

42 - 57 years 15 15.7% 

58 years and above 

 
5 5.3% 

Seniority  

0 - 5 years 27 28.4% 

5 - 10 years 41 43.2% 

10 - 15 years 17 17.9% 

15 years and above 

 
10 10.5% 

Education level 

High school diploma 32 33.7% 

Bachelor’s degree 47 49.5% 

Master’s degree 

 
16 16.8% 

Employment contract type 

Temporary work contract 14 14.7% 

Fixed term work contract 23 24.2% 

Permanent work contract 58 61.1% 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Levenson’s Self Report Psychopathy Scale  

The employees´ perceptions of their formal leader’s psychopathy levels were assessed using the 

Portuguese version of the Levenson’s Self Report Psychopathy Scale, originally developed by 

Levenson et al. (1995), an inventory with 26 items that aims to capture a protopsychopathic 

interpersonal philosophy in adults from the general population, specifically non-criminal 

individuals. The Portuguese version was adapted by Coelho et al. (2010) and consists of 19 items, 

supported by the original two-factor structure (i.e., factor 1 corresponds to primary psychopathy and 
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factor 2 to secondary psychopathy). However, as only primary psychopathy was of interest, the 6 

items that specifically assessed secondary psychopathy were excluded. Since the original scale is a 

self-report measure, the instrument was adapted so that employees could respond based on their 

perception of their superiors. The 13 items (e.g., “For my formal leader most of his/her problems are 

due to the fact that other people just don't understand him/her”, “For my formal leader, in today's 

world, he/she feels justified in doing anything he/she can get away with to succeed.”, “My formal 

leader often admires a really clever scam”) were rated on a 4-point rating scale, ranging from 1 - 

“Strongly Disagree” to 4 - “Strongly Agree”. Cronbach’s alpha was computed for reliability and its 

value was found to be 0.94. Confirmatory factor analysis was performed, and the results indicate an 

acceptable model fit (2/df = 2.63; TLI = 0.88; CFI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.093). 

3.2.2. Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire 

The employees’ job satisfaction levels were assessed using the Portuguese version of the 

Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire, originally developed by Weiss et al. (1967), designed to 

measure an employee's satisfaction with his or her job. This instrument provides more specific 

information on the aspects of a job that an individual finds rewarding than do more general measures 

of job satisfaction. The Portuguese version, adapted by Ferreira et al. (2009) consists of 20 items. The 

scale presents a two-factor structure (i.e., factor 1 corresponds to intrinsic satisfaction and factor 2 to 

extrinsic satisfaction). The 20 items (e.g., “The chance to work alone on the job”, “The praise I get for 

doing a good job”, “The feeling of accomplishment I get from the job”) were classified on a five-point 

rating scale ranging from 1 - “Very dissatisfied” to 5 - “Very satisfied”. Cronbach’s alpha was 

computed for reliability and its value was found to be 0.93. Confirmatory factor analysis was 

performed, and the results indicate an acceptable model fit (2/df = 2.05; TLI = 0.81; CFI = 0.82; RMSEA 

= 0.078). 

3.2.3. Demographic Data  

In order to collect demographic data from the respondents, a short questionnaire was included 

in the survey. The questionnaire was comprised of five items: gender, age, seniority, education level, 

and employment-contract type. 

4. Results 

The data were analyzed through descriptive and inferential statistics (i.e., independent sample 

t-test and simple linear regression). Furthermore, SPSS Statistics 27 Software was utilized for data 

analysis, and a p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.  

To test our first hypothesis, means comparison and t-student test for independent samples were 

used (see Table 2). Results show that there are significant differences between the employees’ 

perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders’ family (M = 2.28, SD = 0.41) and non-

family businesses (M = 2.46, SD = 0.32), t (93) = -2.365, p = 0.02, d = 0.36. Thus, the first hypothesis of 

the study was confirmed, suggesting that family firms’ employees perceive lower levels of primary 

psychopathy in their formal leaders than non-family firms’ employees. 

Table 2. t-Test: Employees’ perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders’ family and 

non-family firms. 

 t p df 
Family firms Non-family firms 

M SD M SD 

Primary 

psychopathy 
-2.37 0.02* 93 2.28 0.41 2.46 0.32 

N = 95. * p < .05. 

The results for our second hypothesis (see Table 3) reveal that there are no significant differences 

between the levels of job satisfaction of employees working in family firms (M = 3.58, SD = 0.68) and 
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non-family firms (M = 3.51, SD = 0.73), t (93) = 0.457, p = 0.44, d = 0.71. Thus, our second hypothesis 

was not confirmed. 

Table 3. t-Test: Job satisfaction levels of employees in family and non-family firms. 

  t p df 
Family firms Non-family firms 

M SD M SD 

Job satisfaction .46 .44* 93 3.58 .68 3.51 .73 

N = 95. * p < .05. 

As to hypothesis 3, suggesting that, in family firms, the employees’ perceived levels of primary 

psychopathy in formal leaders are negatively associated with their levels of job satisfaction. The 

findings deriving from the regression analysis (see Table 4) lend support to this hypothesis by 

revealing a significant and negative relationship between the perceived levels of primary 

psychopathy in formal leaders and the reported job satisfaction of employees (t = -7.59; ß = -0.62; R² = 

0.38; p < 0.001). It is also noteworthy that the model accounted for a substantial portion of the variance 

in job satisfaction among employees, explaining 38% of the variability.  

Table 4. Regression results: employees’ perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders 

and job satisfaction levels in family firms. 

Independent 

Variable 

Dependent 

Variable 
R² F ß t p 

Primary 

psychopathy 
Job satisfaction .38 57.67* -.62* -7.59* <.001 

N = 42. * p < .001. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

5.1. Main Findings 

This study aimed to explore differences in personality traits, focusing on the levels of primary 

psychopathy, between formal leaders of family and non-family companies as well as assessing 

differences in the job satisfaction levels of their employees. Additionally, focusing on family firms, 

the relationship between the perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders and the 

employees job satisfaction levels was assessed. The results support the first hypothesis, suggesting 

that family firms’ employees perceive lower levels of primary psychopathy in their formal leaders 

than non-family firms’ employees. While it is well recognized that family and non-family companies 

differ in many aspects, no previous research has demonstrated differences between these two 

organizational forms regarding the perceived levels of primary psychopathy in formal leaders. Yet, 

there are some known aspects that may help explain these results. First, family enterprises often 

exhibit a notable cohesion of shared values and trust among family members, fostering an extension 

of these attributes into their managerial practices (Firfiray and Gomez-Mejia 2021). Consequently, 

employees within such organizational settings may perceive their formal leaders as exhibiting 

diminished levels of primary psychopathy, largely attributable to an emphasis on long-term 

relationship cultivation and the well-being of family members and non-family staff. Furthermore, the 

convergence of interests between owners and managers in family firms, both ardently pursuing 

sustained business prosperity and success (Razzak et al. 2019), serves to mitigate the likelihood of 

formal leaders engaging in self-serving and manipulative behaviors typically associated with 

primary psychopathy. In addition to these aligned interests, and according to Lumpkin and Brigham 

(2011) to family companies tend to demonstrate a predilection for long-term perspectives on business 

operations, underscored by a focus on continuity and intergenerational succession. This strategic 

orientation contributes to a more cautious approach in decision-making, thereby diminishing the 

inclination towards manipulative or exploitative conduct commonly attributed to traits of primary 
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psychopathy. An additional factor influencing the perception of formal leaders' psychopathy within 

family firms may lie in the heightened scrutiny to which managers are subjected by family members 

who are actively involved in company operations (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 2020). This augmented 

level of accountability may act as a deterrent against the manifestation of primary psychopathic 

tendencies among formal leaders. Moreover, it is plausible that family firms seek to recruit and 

promote individuals who harmonize well with the prevailing family culture and values. This 

inherent selection bias potentially yields a decreased representation of individuals exhibiting 

psychopathic traits in managerial positions compared to non-family companies, where hiring 

decisions may predominantly hinge on qualifications and professional experience. Regarding 

hypothesis 2, proposing that family firms’ employees show higher levels of job satisfaction than non-

family firms’ employees, the results show that no significant differences were found. These results 

were contrary to what was expected. According to Pimentel (2018), family firms tend to show a 

genuine concern for the well-being of their employees, and as a result, they tend to exhibit higher job 

satisfaction levels. Also, Hauswald et al. (2015) argued that family companies are associated with 

security, loyalty, and stability and are considered fairer, more concerned about the well-being of their 

employees, and characterized by strong values that attract potential candidates and retain current 

employees. A possible explanation for our results is related to the notion that family firms may be 

perceived as exploitative because they abusively use family power and control to take advantage of 

employees to the detriment of labor and other key stakeholders. In fact, Kellermanns et al. (2012) refer 

to such behaviors as the "dark side" of family firms. It is worth noting that sometimes non-family 

firms are considered more attractive due to their investment in human capital management 

programs, with intentionally more stimulating rewards. However, this may be deceiving due to the 

excessive workload typically demanded by these types of companies (Neckebrouck et al. 2018). This 

phenomenon is important because employee job satisfaction can be initially influenced by these 

factors. Family firms have been observed to prioritize the recruitment and advancement of family 

members over other equally qualified candidates. This practice can lead to reduced workforce 

diversity, hindering the organization's ability to benefit from a broad range of skills and perspectives. 

Additionally, nepotistic tendencies may undermine meritocracy and negatively impact the overall 

talent pool within the organization, potentially compromising long-term competitiveness. The 

predominance of family members in top management positions may result in perceived limited 

growth opportunities for non-family employees. Consequently, these individuals may experience 

reduced levels of motivation, engagement, and commitment to the organization. Such feelings of 

stagnation and limited prospects can contribute to elevated turnover rates, especially among non-

family employees, thereby posing retention challenges for family firms. Family firms may allocate 

disproportionately fewer resources to train and develop non-family employees compared to their 

family counterparts. This disparity can hinder the organization's ability to foster a skilled and 

competitive workforce. Insufficient investment in training and development may not only impede 

employee growth but also inhibit the firm's capacity to innovate and adapt to evolving market 

demands. As to hypothesis 3, suggesting that the employees’ perceived levels of primary 

psychopathy in formal leaders are negatively associated with their job satisfaction levels, the results 

support the hypothesis showing that the perceived of primary psychopathy in formal leaders have a 

significant and negative relationship with job satisfaction levels, while indicating that the employee’ 

perception of primary psychopathy in formal leaders can explain 38% of the employees’ job 

satisfaction levels. Although this was the first time that this relationship was explored and tested in 

the family business context, interestingly, the results do not corroborate previous studies developed 

in the general organizational setting (Spencer and Byrne 2016), that did not find a clear and explicit 

relationship between these two variables. However, the results support a widely accepted notion that 

the personality traits of formal leaders can impact employee job satisfaction (Butler and Martin 2020). 

This can be explained based on the fact that formal leaders that exhibit elevated levels of primary 

psychopathy may encounter difficulties in empathizing with the concerns and needs of their 

employees. Moreover, formal leaders demonstrating traits of primary psychopathy may resort to 

manipulative strategies to further reach their personal objectives (Laurijssen et al. 2023), often at the 
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expense of their employees' well-being. Consequently, this behavior can foster a toxic work 

environment where employees perceive themselves as exploited and undervalued, leading to a 

decline in overall job satisfaction. Additionally, leaders with primary psychopathy may exhibit 

favoritism towards certain employees based on personal relationships or self-interest, rather than 

objectively evaluating performance. This perceived unfair treatment can elicit feelings of resentment 

and further diminish job satisfaction among those who feel marginalized or subjected to 

mistreatment. One critical element in any work environment is trust, as employees rely on their 

leaders to make impartial decisions, provide support, and act in the best interest of the organization 

and its members (Horoub and Zargar 2022; Prentice 2022). However, high levels of primary 

psychopathy can erode trust and create uncertainty surrounding the leader's true intentions. 

Furthermore, such leaders may propagate a tense and conflict-laden atmosphere within the 

organization, marked by perpetual power struggles, internal strife, and unresolved disputes. This 

contributes to a stressful work environment, detrimentally impacting employees' overall job 

satisfaction. Also, recognition and support are fundamental needs for employees, and they often seek 

acknowledgment and encouragement from their leaders. Nevertheless, a leader exhibiting primary 

psychopathic traits is less inclined to offer positive feedback, praise, or support, resulting in 

employees feeling unappreciated and unsupported (Tokarev et al. 2017). Consequently, employees 

working under the supervision of this type of leader may be more inclined to leave the organization 

due to the negative work environment. This high turnover rate may further undermine the morale of 

remaining employees and exacerbate the decline in job satisfaction throughout the organization. 

5.2. Limitations and future research 

This study, as any empirical work, has several limitations that represent opportunities for future 

research and that should be acknowledged to ensure a comprehensive understanding of its findings. 

The first limitation was that of the relatively small sample size, which constrains the generalizability 

of the results. While efforts were made to ensure rigor in the data collection and analysis processes, 

a larger and more diverse sample would enhance the robustness of the findings. A second limitation 

concerns the use of externally reported instruments relying on a single source of information. This 

reliance on a singular perspective raises potential issues of bias or social desirability, as respondents 

might have been reluctant to provide candid responses due to fear of reprisals from superiors. In 

future studies, employing a combination of self-reporting instruments and externally reported 

measures could offer a more balanced and nuanced assessment of the phenomena under 

investigation, thereby strengthening the validity of the results. An interesting avenue for future 

research lies in the examination of how employees’ characteristics may moderate the impact of 

leaders with psychopathic traits. Prior studies have indicated that the negative effects of destructive 

leaders are influenced by the attributes of their employees (Harms et al. 2018). However, this notion 

is yet to be directly explored in the context of leaders exhibiting primary psychopathy traits. Future 

research endeavors should also consider exploring the interplay between leader psychopathy and 

employee characteristics, such as gender, age, educational and professional background, and other 

relevant factors. Understanding how these factors may interact and shape the dynamics within 

organizational settings could provide valuable insights into leadership dynamics and contribute to 

the development of targeted interventions and management strategies. By addressing these 

limitations and pursuing future research directions, scholars can deepen our understanding of the 

complex relationships between leadership traits, employee characteristics, and overall organizational 

dynamics. Such advancements in knowledge will not only contribute to the academic literature but 

also offer practical implications for leadership development, employee well-being, and overall 

organizational effectiveness. 

5.3. Theoretical and managerial implications 

The findings of this study can have significant practical implications, particularly in the realm 

of recruitment and leadership development within organizational contexts. This study sheds light on 

the impact of primary psychopathy traits exhibited by formal leaders and its potential consequences 
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for employees in family and non-family firms. By recognizing and understanding the implications of 

leader’s primary psychopathy traits, organizations can make more informed decisions in the 

recruitment and selection of leadership candidates, leading to more effective appointments and 

improved organizational outcomes. One noteworthy practical implication lies in the domain of 

recruitment and selection and leadership assessment and development. By incorporating the 

assessment of primary psychopathy traits in leadership recruitment and selection processes as well 

as in leadership development programs, companies may enhance their ability to identify leaders who 

are more likely to promote a harmonious work environment and foster a sense of employee well-

being. This, in turn, can lead to higher levels of job satisfaction and, ultimately, improve overall 

organizational performance. 
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