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Abstract- Business ethics textbooks and courses frequently explore ethical theories, factors that contribute to ethical lapses, 
organizational cultures that either promote or discourage ethical behavior, and the dynamics of decision-making.  Usually 
omitted from textbooks and course curriculum, however, is meaningful discussion of sub-clinical psychopathology as it relates 
to unethical workplace behavior.  As personality traits tend to be fairly stable over the lifespan (and thus over an adult’s 
working life), personnel with persistent, malignant personality traits are predisposed to exploit opportunities for misbehavior 
when such malfeasance is ego-syntonic.  Exclusion of sub-clinically pathological personalities from business ethics studies is 
perhaps attributable to the fact that authors and instructors are trained in business disciplines rather than behavioral sciences.  
Nevertheless, omission of malignant personality types from business ethics curriculum is a serious omission in the preparation 
of future business leaders.  Suggested solutions are presented and discussed. 
 
Index Terms- Business Ethics, Dark Triad, Machiavellianism, Narcissism, Psychopathy. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
One need look no further than the mortgage meltdown 
that ushered in the Great Recession or the corporate 
scandals of the early twenty-first century (e.g., Enron, 
WorldCom, Tyco, HealthSouth, and the Madoff 
swindle), to recognize how damaging unethical 
business behaviour can be.  Scandals great and small 
occur on a regular basis, providing ongoing evidence 
of ethical lapses as an agency risk in business.  For 
example, in 2015 Fiat Chrysler admitted that it failed 
to recall defective vehicles in a timely manner and 
agreed to pay a $105 million fine [1]. Citigroup agreed 
to a $700 million settlement in a case of “deceptive 
credit card practices” [2]. Bank of New York Mellon 
Corp. accepted a settlement with the Securities and 
Exchange Commission over violations of the Foreign 
Corrupt Practices Act that will cost the bank $14.8 
million [3].  The persistence of unethical behavior in 
capitalist economies, in spite of numerous high-profile 
cases of severe consequences, suggests that to some 
degree willful recklessness is afoot. 
Recognizing that economic temptations and 
competitive pressures can lead even well-intentioned 
executives, managers, and employees astray, many 
business schools now offer business ethics.  Textbooks 
used in these courses explore topics such as corporate 
governance, leadership, organizational culture, legal 
environment of business, decision theory, past 
corporate scandals, ethical theories, and effective 
models of ethical practice.  Business ethics textbooks 
and courses routinely frame unethical conduct as a 
failure of character; a lack of knowledge regarding 
proper conduct; a surrender to temptation; or to 
internal/external pressures, derailed leadership or 

organizational culture, or some combination thereof.  
Business ethics textbooks do not delve into the 
psychopathology of organizational misbehavior 
[4][5][6][7]. 
Conspicuously absent from the textbooks is any 
evidence or theoretical basis for concluding that some 
people are “bad to the bone” and will behave 
unethically because they like doing so [4][5][6][7].  
Academics are understandably reluctant to label 
people as innately evil or irretrievably maladaptive.  
Failure to find a  tactful and straightforward means of 
addressing this issue, however, means that a 
significant ethical risk is going unaddressed.  Some 
people are temperamentally predisposed to misbehave 
and will do so – avoidance of the topic 
notwithstanding [8].  Although many psychological 
disorders can produce socially undesirable behavior, 
in this paper I focus on personality types who are 
“wired” to be troublemakers.  Specially, I refer to the 
“dark triad” of psychopathy, narcissism, and 
Machiavellianism [9].   
 
II. THE DARK TRIAD 
 
Psychopaths manifest superficial charm, but lack the 
ability to empathize, to feel remorse, or to appreciate 
the difference between right and wrong except as 
amorphous, abstract concepts.  Pathological 
narcissists are stars of their own show.  Everyone else 
is an extra.  We bit players are tolerated by the 
narcissist so long as we bring credit and glory to the 
star.  Machiavellians are wired to deceive and 
manipulate others.  They are cynical, exploitive, and 
they enjoy it.  When these malignant personalities are 
at large, attracting no attention from either the 
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criminal justice system or the therapeutic community 
(at least for the time being), they are said to be 
sub-clinically pathological [9]. 
 
At the root of dark triad personalities is aggression, 
which can be either overt (e.g., bullying, stalking, 
sexual harassment) or covert (e.g., shunning, 
spreading lies, stealing).  They are users and abusers 
of others.  Rules and social norms are for suckers [9].  
Industrial-organizational psychologists can 
recommend and administer pre-employment tests to 
screen out sub-clinically pathological applicants.  
Tests also exist to screen for maladaptive behaviors 
before promoting existing employees into sensitive 
positions [8].  However, to take advantage of such 
screening, businesses must first be aware that 
unethical behavior cannot always be attributed to 
weak or misguided sheep.  Sometimes the damage in 
their midst is wreaked by wolves. 

III. REVIEW OF TEXTBOOKS 
 
I examined nine business ethics textbooks issued by 
leading academic publishers in the United States.  My 
criteria were that (a) any textbook reviewed must be 
the most recent edition; (b) the edition must have been 
published within the past five years; and (d) that the 
textbook must be one that I, as an instructor of 
business ethics, have previously reviewed and 
considered (in a previous edition) as a textbook for my 
courses.  No textbook dealt with unethical business 
behavior as a consequence of sub-clinically 
pathological personality disorders.  None of the 
authors has graduate training in the behavioral 
sciences, so it is not surprising that they either did not 
consider or did not feel qualified to address 
pathological mental states.  The results of my 
investigation are as follows: 

 
Table 1 

 
[4][5][6][7][10][11][12][13][14] 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The omission of sub-clinical psychopathology as a 
consideration in business ethics textbooks is likely to 
translate into absence of same in business ethics 
courses, unless instructors are aware of that topic’s 
importance and introduce it.  An opportunity therefore 

exists in the business ethics textbook market for one or 
more authors and publishers to distinguish their 
product from those of competitors by including such 
content in the next edition.  This across-the-board 
omission also presents a compelling reason to include 
a behavioral scientist as a co-author or subject matter 
expert in preparation of future editions.   
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Malignant, maladaptive individuals do not cease to 
plague the workplace simply because we fail to 
acknowledge them as potential threats [8].  I maintain 
that business ethics curriculum should evolve to 
include not only ethical reasoning and the application 
of ethical principles, but also the identification and 
containment (or elimination) of chronic malfeasors.  
The tools exist to screen for problematic employees, 
and future business leaders should be made aware of 
both the risks and the available remedies.  
Opportunities for future business ethics research 
include methods for new or additional techniques for 
screening of sub-clinically psychopathological 
individuals, correlations between or among repeated 
workplace disruptions (e.g., filing repeated 
grievances, malingering, bullying, lying, etc.), and 
efficacy of tactics currently applied by leaders and 
co-workers in curtailing the misbehavior of 
psychopathological individuals. 
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