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Melson-Silimon, Harris, Shoenfelt, Miller, and Carter (2019) revisit some important issues con-
cerning the proper and improper usage of clinical and subclinical personality scales in organiza-
tion research and practice (see also Guenole, 2014). However, the conclusions and
recommendations made in their focal article depend on critical assumptions about both the nature
of personality as well as the appropriate ways to assess and analyze personality. Specifically, an
understanding that underlies many of their recommendations is that normal and abnormal per-
sonality traits fall on a common five-factor structure that is largely sufficient for organizing the
space of personality traits, and that normal and clinical measures of personality therefore measure
essentially the same things, differing mostly in terms of extremity. This leads them to argue that
since selecting on the basis of non-job-relevant mental disorders has been deemed illegal in US
case law, in selection contexts “practitioners should target personality facets that have low corre-
lations with traditional PDs [personality disorders]” (Melson-Silimon et al., 2019, p. 129) and
should particularly avoid measures that assess subclinical variants of PDs. We think this advice
is misguided for a number of reasons, particularly regarding the usage of subclinical measures. We
organize our arguments around three points below.

#1. Are normal-range and clinical traits really “the same thing”? Not really.
The core of the authors’ argument is based on an understanding of personality that suggests
that all traits, clinical or otherwise, can be organized under something close to the Big Five or
Five Factor Model (e.g., Krueger & Eaton, 2010; Trull, 2012; Widiger & Presnall, 2013). It is
incorrect to represent this “lumper” perspective as representing the consensus of personality
researchers for a number of reasons. First, as Melson-Silimon et al. (2019) note, the relation-
ship between normal range measures and measures of PDs is far from unity. The correlations
the authors report from Saulsman and Page’s (2004, table 8) meta-analysis peak at r = .55.
While this is certainly non-trivial, it is quite far from two constructs being “the same thing,”
which indicated by a correlation of 1.1

A counterpoint to the lumper perspective can be found within personality psychology among the
numerous researchers working on functionalist and process approaches (e.g., Borsboom, Kievit,
Cervone, & Hood, 2009; Cramer et al., 2012; Denissen, Wood, & Penke, 2012; Fleeson &
Jayawickreme, 2015). Such models explain trait structures and covariation by understanding pheno-
typic traits such as the Big Five as composites or combinations of multiple psychological antecedent
factors that include motives, abilities, and perceptual tendencies (Harms, Spain, & Wood, 2014;
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1Even if we adjust these values for unreliability, we imagine the correlations will not increase beyond a ρ = .70 magnitude,
which is still too far from 1.00 to establish redundancy, even by liberal standards.
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McClelland, 1951;Wood, Gardner, & Harms, 2015). This approach is not inconsistent with traditional
clinical approaches where personality disorders are treated as syndromes or clusters of distinct, though
often comorbid, traits rather than a single unidimensional trait. For example, psychopathy is thought
to consist of “a constellation of personality traits” (Lilienfeld, 1994, p. 18) such as boldness, lack of
empathy, and impulsivity (Patrick, Fowles, & Krueger, 2009). Reflecting the multidimensional nature
of these personality disorders is important, as some of the underlying functional antecedents may be
more likely to drive negative behavior than others and some may even be associated with positive
outcomes (e.g., Grijalva et al., 2015; Landay, Harms, & Credé, 2019; Neo, Sellbom, Smith, &
Lilienfeld, 2018).

When understood from this perspective, it ceases to be theoretically interesting or meaningful
that there is significant overlap between normal and abnormal traits. Nor should we be surprised
that we can make crude approximations of abnormal traits using subfacets of normal traits, since
those subfacets more directly reflect the psychological antecedents of those traits. In fact, the
covariation between trait dimensions can be almost completely accounted for by the degree to
which their antecedent psychological factors overlap (Wood et al., 2015). Similarly, it can be
shown that many relationships between conceptually distinct scales can be explained simply
by the degree to which they contain similar item content (Arnulf, Larsen, Martinsen, & Bong,
2014; Wood & Harms, 2016). At the same time though, these proxy measures will almost always
fall short of capturing the range and breadth and abnormal traits because their item content will
almost always be deficient in this regard (see DeSimone, 2014). This can lead to dangerous and
misleading results, particularly when these approximations are informed by questionable data and
measures (e.g., Murphy, 2018).

The complexity of abnormal traits is also reflected in the different ways in which they are oper-
ationalized. While FFM traits are typically assessed using self-report measures, clinical diagnoses
are often made on the basis of clinical judgment in conjunction with self-reported symptomology
(First, Gibbon, Spitzer, Williams, & Benjamin, 1997; Meehl, 1957). Thus, in addition to the afore-
mentioned conceptual divergence between normal and abnormal traits, differences in operation-
alization (including, but not limited to, the role of clinical judgment) further underscore the
distinction.2

#2. “Dark-side” and “subclinical” traits are often very effective predictors of job
performance.
Although Melson-Silimon et al. (2019) note that the ADA and ADAAA require that disabilities
must be shown to substantially limit major life activities, they nonetheless argue strongly against
the use of subclinical measures based simply on the potential threat of a lawsuit. We believe that
this recommendation is misguided for a couple of reasons. First, subclinical traits, by their defi-
nition, do not interfere substantially with major life activities. Instead, it is believed that subclinical
traits or “derailers” are most likely to manifest in negative ways during periods of stress or pressure
when emotional and cognitive regulation breaks down (Hogan & Hogan, 2001; Spain, Harms, &
LeBreton, 2014). Crucially, these “moments of weakness” may be especially important for work-
place outcomes and relationships. For example, there is evidence that dark-side traits regularly
account for incremental variance in job performance and leadership outcomes over Big Five traits,
sometimes dramatically (e.g., Harms, Spain, & Hannah, 2011a; Scherer, Baysinger, Zolynsky, &
LeBreton, 2013). In fact, these supposedly “dark” traits may even be associated with positive work
outcomes at times (e.g., Gaddis & Foster, 2013; Grijalva et al., 2015; Harms, Spain, & Hannah,
2011b). Because such traits do not result in chronic problems, are unlikely to result in any prob-
lems that limit major life activities, and have been shown to be useful for predicting both training
and performance, we believe that the recommendation to avoid such measures is misguided.

2We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this point.
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Additionally, the ADA indicates that if a characteristic is a proximal contributor of the individual’s
ability or propensity to complete essential job functions or the ability to perform them in safe
manner, they can be used. In our opinion, the fear of lawsuits is insufficient justification for
neglecting our obligation as industrial and organizational psychologists to maximize the validity
of our selection procedures. The demonstrated value of these measures in forecasting the person’s
effectiveness as an employee serves as a stronger legal defense in their use than the authors
acknowledged.

#3. We do not have to follow this advice yet.
Finally, the authors’ advice is not scientific but rather practical advice offered to avoid the unpleas-
antness of finding oneself sued in court. However, the perspective of clinical and normal traits
existing on a common continuum is not currently the regnant perspective in the medical com-
munity. Rather, it was relegated to an “alternative model” of personality disorders within the
DSM-5—i.e., it was essentially “tabled” for the time being, because the scientific and clinical com-
munities in the American Psychiatric Association felt that “there was not sufficient evidence at the
time to validate the proposed new personality disorder model and to establish its clinical utility”
(Oldham, 2015, p. 234–235). As we have noted, we think there are some good scientific reasons for
considerable pause in this perspective. But whatever the case, there is no immediate legal threat to
assessing job-relevant abnormal or “dark-side” trait measures or item content.

The focal article describes a hypothetical scenario in which the ADA is expanded through the
classification of normal-range or dark trait personality tests as medical exams. For the reasons
argued above, we believe it would be unwise for the ADA to be expanded in such a way. It seems
absurd that differences in self-rated agreeableness or narcissism would be afforded the same con-
sideration as certain medically acknowledged mental or physical disorders. Thankfully, this is not
currently the case.

It is worth remembering that ultimately the self-report inventories to assess dark personality
tendencies consist of items like “Being rude and unfriendly is just a part of who I am,” and “I
sometimes hit people to remind them who’s in charge” (both items on the Personality
Inventory for DSM-5 [PID-5] Callousness scale; Krueger et al., 2011). We suspect that judges
who were informed that applicants endorsing such items were not hired because test validation
studies have shown such item endorsements to be highly predictive of things like customer com-
plaints and incidents of workplace violence—that is, undesirable, job-relevant outcomes that the
applicant is virtually saying they will be more likely to promote by endorsing these statements—
would be sympathetic to the argument that the job-relevance criterion has been satisfied.

In essence, we are in agreement with Melson-Silimon et al. (2019) in suggesting that practi-
tioners validate their tests as valid indicators of job performance (their recommendation #3).
Demonstrating items or measures to be valid predictors of performance should largely inoculate
against the need to omit a large class of useful items, particularly for a legal threat that has not yet
been established.

Conclusion
Given these concerns, we are not convinced by many of the arguments and recommendations put
forth by Melson-Silimon et al. (2019). Simply put, the nature of the constructs and issues at hand
are far more complicated than they are being represented. There is no current need to avoid using
highly valid measures of dark traits that do not meet the ADA guidelines for disabilities. Instead,
careful usage of personality instruments without aggregating to the syndrome level is likely to be
legally defensible when the relation to job-relevant outcomes has been empirically established.

208 P. D. Harms et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40


References
Borsboom, D., Kievit, R. A., Cervone, D., & Hood, S. B. (2009). The two disciplines of scientific psychology, or: The disunity

of psychology as a working hypothesis. In J. Valsiner, P. C. M. Molenaar, M. C. D. P. Lyra, & N. Chaudhary (Eds.),Dynamic
process methodology in the social and developmental sciences. (pp. 67–97). New York, NY: Springer.

Cramer, A. O. J., Van der Sluis, S., Noordhof, A., Wichers, M., Geschwind, N., Aggen, S. H., : : : Borsboom, D. (2012).
Dimensions of normal personality as networks in search of equilibrium: You can’t like parties if you don’t like people.
European Journal of Personality, 26, 414–431.

Denissen, J., Wood, D., & Penke, L. (2012). Passing to the functionalists instead of passing them by. European Journal of
Personality, 26, 436–437.

DeSimone, J. A. (2014). Will exploring the darkness prove enlightening? Five questions about the “maladaptive Big Five.”
Industrial and Organizational Psychology: Perspectives on Science and Practice, 7, 126–130.

First, M. B., Gibbon, M., Spitzer, R. L., Williams, J. B. W., & Benjamin, L. S. (1997). SCID-II personality questionnaire.
Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Press.

Fleeson, W., & Jayawickreme, R. (2015). Whole trait theory. Journal of Research in Personality, 56, 82–92.
Gaddis, B., & Foster, J. (2013). Meta-analysis of dark side personality characteristics and critical work behaviors among

leaders across the globe: Findings and implications for leadership development and executive coaching. Applied
Psychology: An International Review, 64, 25–54.

Grijalva, E., Harms, P. D., Newman, D., Gaddis, B., & Fraley, R. C. (2015). Narcissism and leadership: A meta-analytic
review of linear and nonlinear relationships. Personnel Psychology, 68, 1–47.

Guenole, N. (2014). Maladaptive personality at work: Exploring the darkness. Industrial and Organizational Psychology:
Perspectives on Science and Practice, 7, 85–97.

Harms, P. D., Spain, S. M., & Hannah, S. T. (2011a, April). You underestimate the power of the dark side: The Big Five,
subclinicals, and job performance. Poster presented at the 26th Annual Conference of the Society for Industrial and
Organizational Psychology, Chicago, IL.

Harms, P. D., Spain, S., & Hannah, S. (2011b). Leader development and the dark side of personality. Leadership Quarterly,
22, 495–509.

Harms, P. D., Spain, S., & Wood, D. (2014). Mapping personality in dark places. Industrial and Organizational Psychology:
Perspectives on Science and Practice, 7, 122–125.

Hogan, R., & Hogan, J. (2001). Assessing leadership: A view from the dark side. International Journal of Selection and
Assessment, 9, 40–51.

Krueger, R., & Eaton, N. (2010). Personality traits and the classification of mental disorders: Toward a more complete inte-
gration in DSM-5 and an empirical model of psychopathology. Personality Disorders: Theory, Research, and Treatment, 1,
97–118.

Krueger, R. F., Eaton, N. R., Derringer, J., Markon, K. E., Watson, D., & Skodol, A. E. (2011). Personality in DSM-5:
Helping delineate personality disorder content and framing the metastructure. Journal of Personality Assessment, 93,
325–331.

Landay, K., Harms, P. D., & Credé, M. (2019). Shall we serve the dark lords? A meta-analytic review of psychopathy and
leadership. Journal of Applied Psychology, 104(1), 183–196.

Lilienfeld, S. O. (1994). Conceptual problems in the assessment of psychopathy. Clinical Psychology Review, 14, 17–38.
McClelland, D. (1951). Personality. New York, NY: William Sloane Associates.
Meehl, P. E. (1957). When shall we use our heads instead of the formula? Journal of Counseling Psychology, 4, 268–273.
Melson-Silimon, A., Harris, A. M., Shoenfelt, E. L., Miller, J. D., & Carter, N. T. (2019). Personality testing and the

Americans with Disabilities Act: Cause for concern as normal and abnormal personality models are integrated.
Industrial and Organizational Psychology: Perspectives on Science and Practice, 12(2), 119–132.

Murphy, R. (2018, May 26). Psychopathy by U.S. state. Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract%3D3185182 or http://dx.
doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3185182

Neo, B., Sellbom, M., Smith, S. F., & Lilienfeld, S. O. (2018). Of boldness and badness: Insights into workplace malfeasance
from a triarchic psychopathy model perspective. Journal of Business Ethics, 149, 187–205.

Oldham, J. M. (2015). The alternative DSM‐5 model for personality disorders. World Psychiatry, 14, 234–236.
Patrick, C. J., Fowles, D. C., & Krueger, R. F. (2009). Triarchic conceptualization of psychopathy: Developmental origins of

disinhibition, boldness, and meanness. Development and Psychopathology, 21(3), 913–938.
Saulsman, L. M., & Page, A. C. (2004). The five-factor model and personality disorder empirical literature: A meta-analytic

review. Clinical Psychology Review, 23, 1055–1085.
Scherer, K., Baysinger, M., Zolynsky, D., & LeBreton, J. (2013). Predicting counterproductive work behaviors with

sub-clinical psychopathy: Beyond the five factor model of personality. Personality and Individual Differences, 55, 300–305.
Spain, S. M., Harms, P. D. & LeBreton, J. (2014). The dark side of personality at work. Journal of Organizational Behavior,

35, 41–60.
Trull, T. (2012). The Five-Factor Model of personality disorder and the DSM-5. Journal of Personality, 80, 1697–1720.
Widiger, T., & Presnall, J. (2013). Clinical application of the Five-Factor Model. Journal of Personality, 81, 515–527.

Industrial and Organizational Psychology 209

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://ssrn.com/abstract%3D3185182
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3185182
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3185182
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40


Wood, D., Gardner, M. H., & Harms, P. D. (2015). How functionalist and process approaches to behavior can explain trait
covariation. Psychological Review, 122, 84–111.

Wood, D., & Harms, P. D. (2016). On the TRAPs that make it dangerous to study personality with personality questionnaires.
European Journal of Personality, 30, 327–328.

Cite this article: Harms P.D., Wood D., and DeSimone J.A. (2019). Just because it’s dark doesn’t mean that we can’t go there.
Industrial and Organizational Psychology 12, 206–210. https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40

210 P. D. Harms et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2019.40

	Just because it's dark doesn't mean that we can't go there
	#1. Are normal-range and clinical traits really ``the same thing''? Not really.
	#2. ``Dark-side'' and ``subclinical'' traits are often very effective predictors of job performance.
	#3. We do not have to follow this advice yet.
	Conclusion
	References


