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Abstract
Purpose – This study expands on research related to the dark side of personality traits by examining how
individual dark personality affects proactive work behaviours. Specifically, the authors consider paranoia as a
dark personality trait and propose that it negatively relates to perceived psychological safety and indirectly
affects frontline employees’ (FLEs) willingness to report customer complaints as well as their extra-role
customer service. The authors also posit that empathetic leadership is a focal, contextual factor that mitigates
the impact of paranoia on perceived psychological safety and, consequently, the willingness to report customer
complaints and engage in extra-role customer service behaviour.
Design/methodology/approach – The model was tested on a sample of 252 FLEs using process macro
(Hayes, 2017) and AMOS. Data were collected from FLEs working in different hospitality organisations using a
time-lagged design; supervisor-rated employee extra-role customer service was also measured.
Findings – The authors found that FLEs with a paranoid personality trait had a lesser sense of psychological
safety at work, which reduced their willingness to engage in proactive work behaviours. However, this negative
effect was mitigated by the presence of an empathetic leader.
Originality/value – The results are important because research has yet to determine which actions managers
should take to counter the negative effects of dark personalities in the workplace.
Keywords Paranoia, Proactive behaviour, Psychological safety, Empathetic leadership, Hospitality and
service industry, UAE
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Within the hospitality industry, frontline employees (FLEs) are responsible for the majority
of personal contact with customers and play an essential role in both service quality delivery
and the processes involved in service recovery (Pasamehmetoglu et al., 2017). These
employees are responsible for customer satisfaction and loyalty because their level of direct
communication is crucial to securing both factors. Being able to perform beyond their formal
role boundaries (extra-role behaviour) is essential, as their positive connections with
customers can lead to customer satisfaction and, subsequently, enhanced organisational

Journal of Service Theory and
Practice
Vol. 31 No. 1, 2021
pp. 113-135
© Emerald Publishing Limited
2055-6225
DOI 10.1108/JSTP-05-2020-0104

JSTP
31,1

114

performance (Pasamehmetoglu et al., 2017; Bani-Melhem, 2020). FLEs are also considered to
be the organisational-critical channel/source that connects management with customer
needs, problems and complaints. Hence, if customer feedback is not effectively
communicated, management will remain unaware of highly valuable information.
Consequently, we focus on two important FLEs’’ behavioural outcomes considered crucial
to service evaluation and customer satisfaction, namely “employee willingness to report
customer complaints” and “extra-role service behaviours”. Both can be referred to as
proactive behaviours because they involve taking the initiative to improve current workplace
circumstances (Crant, 2000; Lopez-Cabarcos et al., 2015).
Past studies tend to emphasise the role that the bright or positive facets of personality
traits play in proactive work behaviours (see, for example, Buil et al., 2019; Choi and Hwang,
2019). However, little is known about the influence of the darker aspects of personality traits.
To fill this gap, we examine the influence of paranoia as a personality trait. Individuals who
are paranoid are distrustful because they feel they are being treated malevolently by other
people within the organisation (Kramer, 2001). While individuals are likely to pursue work in
an industry that fits their vocational traits (Lyons et al., 2006), they may not always be able to
do so, especially in a tight labour market (Dahling et al., 2013). Hence, any organisation,
including in the hospitality industry, may employ people with dark personality traits
(Furnham et al., 2014). Therefore, they need to understand how such a personality affects the
accomplishment of service evaluation and performance so that they can take relevant
measures (Bateson et al., 2014). Furthermore, studies on dark personality traits tend to
examine their effect on negative work outcomes (Martinez et al., 2008; Owens et al., 2015), but
focus less on positive work outcomes (Webster and Smith, 2019).
For organisations to deliver quality services and ensure customer satisfaction, employees
should be encouraged to engage in proactive work behaviours (e.g. report customer complaints
and exhibit work behaviours outside their role requirements). For this to happen, employees
who are distrustful and suspicious of other people need to feel sufficiently psychologically safe
to take risks, i.e. they must not fear the adverse consequences of engaging in proactive work
behaviours (Kahn, 1990; Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson and Lei, 2014). While psychological
safety has been found to result in positive organisational outcomes (Frazier et al., 2017; Guchait
et al., 2019), its role as a psychological process explaining why paranoia can influence proactive
behaviour has yet to be explored (Webster and Smith, 2019).
A recent call within the literature on dark personality traits has highlighted the need to
understand how to eliminate/alleviate unwanted work behaviours triggered by such
personality traits (Spain et al., 2014). We consider empathetic leadership behaviours because
a leader who shows empathy can develop an emotional/psychological tie with subordinates
and demonstrate a personal interest in their welfare, alongside considering them as
organisational assets (Kock et al., 2019). We are interested to know whether, under such
leadership, employees feel that it is worthwhile or even safe to report complaints, make
suggestions and go beyond their formal role boundaries to improve operations and
performance (e.g., Haynie et al., 2019; Kock et al., 2019). Furthermore, research on empathetic
leadership remains at a relatively early stage, despite having a rich theoretical history (Kock
et al., 2019) and despite the much extant literature on the role of empathy in transformational
leadership (Miller, 2009). As empirical evidence on the outcomes of this leadership style is
relatively scarce, particularly in the hospitality industry, our study could fill the gap. Besides,
investigating the boundary conditions of empathetic leadership has serious theoretical and
practical implications.
To recap, our study aims to fulfil the following objectives: (1) to examine the influence of a
paranoid personality on proactive work behaviours, specifically the willingness to report
customer complaints and engage in extra-role work behaviour, (2) to investigate the role of
psychological safety as a linking mechanism between the two and (3) to observe the role of

empathetic leadership in mitigating the negative effects of a paranoid personality on
proactive work behaviours via perceived psychological safety. Our proposed model, shown in
Figure 1, builds on the trait activation theory (Tett and Gutterman, 2000) and a personsituation interactionist framework (Mischel and Soda, 1995). The proposed integrated model
could offer a more comprehensive assessment of how leadership and individual personality
influence employee attitudes and work behaviour.
This paper is organised as follows: the literature review presents the key concepts and
their relationships and is followed by a brief discussion of the method. The data analysis and
results are then offered through the lens of the theory and past studies. The discussion
outlines the theoretical and practical implications of the present study, describes its
limitations and suggests directions for future research.
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Literature review, theory and hypotheses
According to Furnham et al. (2013), the literature on dark personality traits has been rapidly
expanding since the original work of Paulhus and Williams (2002). In their paper, the authors
focused on three aversive personalities – though still within the normal range of functioning –
that feature significantly within the literature, i.e. the “dark triad of personality”: narcissism,
machiavellianism and psychopathy. Scholars have since recommended that other dark
personalities be added to the list. For instance, Paulhus (2014) suggested sadism as the fourth
personality, turning the dark triad of personality into a dark tetrad. Since then, extensive
research has been conducted to explore these dark personalities further.
Paulhus (2014) asserted that the term “dark personalities” refers to “a set of socially
aversive traits in the subclinical range. Not extreme enough to invite clinical or forensic
attention, they can get along (even flourish) in everyday work settings, scholastic settings,
and the broader community” (p. 421). According to Chamorro-Premuzic et al. (2015), these
personalities are called “dark” because of their malevolent qualities. Previous research
(Thomaes et al., 2017) highlighted that paranoia is conceptually distinct from dark triad
because individuals high on dark triad strive for social dominance and tend to exploit others
to serve their own goals. Paranoid is a general suspicious distrusting personality, and
individuals high on paranoia feel threatened in uncertain situations which incite fear or
trouble. A paranoid personality, within the subclinical range, could also qualify for Paulhus’s
(2014) definition, being a trait that is said to exist in a normal population (Hogan, 1995).
The paranoid personality trait has been widely examined by clinical psychologists (Van
Quaquebeke, 2016); however, it has largely been omitted from micro-organisational research,
possibly because it is considered a dark aspect of personality (see, for example, Wood et al.,
2010; Spain et al., 2014), and many organisations may want to avoid dealing with employees
who possess such a trait (Chan and McAllister, 2014). Paranoia can be a state or personality

Figure 1.
Hypothesized model
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trait factor (Chan and McAllister, 2014). A paranoid personality trait may be described as the
“kinks” of a personality that may cause a person to function in a clinically impaired fashion
(as a personality disorder would) and also influence how they function in their everyday life
(e.g. working life) in a fashion serious enough to require more investigation (Spain et al., 2014).
Individuals with such a trait “believe that the harm is occurring or going to occur to him or her
and the persecutor has the intention to cause harm” (Freeman, 2007, p. 427). Moreover, the
organisational literature has also highlighted paranoia as the “heightened and exaggerated
distrust that encompasses an array of beliefs including organisational members’ perceptions
of being threatened, harmed, persecuted, mistreated, disparaged, and so on by malevolent
others within the organisation” (Kramer, 2001, p. 6). A person who is paranoid can be cynical,
distrustful, doubtful of others’ true intentions and suspicious of criticism (Chan and
McAllister, 2014; Spain et al., 2014).
Paranoia tends to be linked with over activity, emotional instability and undesirable
effects (Miller, 2003; Spain et al., 2014). People who score high on paranoia tend to be
emotionally over-responsive and encounter difficulties when trying to calm down (Freeman
et al., 2012). Due to their strong response to emotional stimuli, they frequently consider normal
situations to be potential and unmanageable threats (Chan and McAllister, 2014; Miller, 2003).
Also, as people with a paranoid personality frequently perceive compliments as criticism,
they hold long-term resentments for these perceived insults and are quick to adopt aggressive
actions in return (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Because of these
characterisations, investigating the paranoia personality is relevant in a service context
(Lopes et al., 2019), as emotional stability of FLEs in this context is essential for effective
delivery of services to customers, who are the lifeblood of service organisations (Walsh et al.,
2019). For instance, employees who have such a personality may not be able to calm down
when encountering difficult and rude customers and may respond in a way that escalates the
conflict, and, hence, hurting organisational effectiveness even further. Furthermore, the
assessment of paranoia is more appropriate as compared to dark triad characteristics
(machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy) because the service delivery context
demands emotional stability and FLEs’’ level of paranoid personality can be a useful
predictor of this important competency. Dark triad characteristics of individuals determine
their inclination to indulge in social influence and manipulation tactics to attain personal
benefits (Rauthmann and Kolar, 2012). Our focus on frontline jobs makes these characteristics
less relevant because nature of job does not provide opportunities for social influence or
manipulation for personal benefits. Assessment of these characteristics are more relevant for
the leadership positions where job nature allows leaders to engage in manipulation, feelings
of grandiosity, demonstration of lack of empathy, etc. (Furnham et al., 2013; Furtner
et al., 2017)
Paranoia trait and psychological safety
The notion of psychological safety was presented half a century ago by Schein and Bennis
(1965) in respect to organisational behaviours; however, empirical studies have only
flourished over the last few years (Frazier et al., 2017). Psychological safety refers to how
someone perceives the consequences of interpersonal risks in certain contexts, including at
work (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson and Lei, 2014), as well as how far they perceive
themselves to be free to express their true selves, such as their beliefs and ideas, without
negatively affecting their self-image or endangering their future career (Liang et al., 2012).
Previous research argued that psychological safety is a crucial factor in understanding workrelated phenomena, such as team learning, teamwork, voice and organisational learning
(Edmondson and Lei, 2014). This is because when employees feel psychologically safe, they
will likely feel more confident that their behaviour is safe and will not be worry of negative

consequences, which in turn encourage them to engage in proactive work behaviours such as
voice up their suggestions, concerns, ideas and self-expression (Zhao et al., 2010). Kahn (1990)
indicated that psychological safety is also an important condition for employees to feel
committed and attached to their work. Previous research has shown that employees who
enjoy psychological safety feel able to grow, develop, make contributions and perform
effectively in a dynamic and rapidly changing environment (Edmondson and Lei, 2014;
Frazier et al., 2017). Others have also demonstrated that psychological safety affects job
performance (Javed et al., 2019).
We speculate that a paranoid person will be less likely to feel psychologically safe at work
and will be less likely to take interpersonal risks. This is because a paranoid person tends to
be distrustful and suspicious of other people, making them feel uncomfortable working with
others. They may also perceive the work environment itself as threatening. As a result, they
are less likely to take interpersonal risks while working with other employees because they
fear about the adverse consequences to their self-esteem, reputation or career (Kahn, 1990;
Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson et al., 2004; Edmondson and Lei, 2014). Therefore, we predict
the following:
H1. The paranoia trait negatively affects psychological safety.

Psychological safety, extra-role behaviour and willingness to report customer
complaints
Job performance is postulated to consist of two key facets, namely task and contextual
performance (Borman and Motowidlo, 1997). Task performance refers to what employees
must do as part of their formal job requirements, whereas contextual performance concerns
what employees ought to do to improve organisational effectiveness. In this study, we focus
on the latter because of its theoretical relevance to psychological safety. Specifically,
contextual performance refers to voluntary employee behaviour that is not a formal
requirement of their employment and involves assisting others and offering them
cooperation to achieve organisational aims (Boorman and Motowildo, 1997). By
implication, exhibiting voluntary or discretionary behaviour represents employee
proactivity because it signifies a self-initiated behaviour to improve organisational
effectiveness (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998).
In this study, we consider two types of proactive behaviour: extra-role behaviour and the
willingness to report customer complaints. Willingness to report customer/service
complaints can be defined as the likelihood that FLEs will report or share with
management the complaints raised by the customers (Luria et al., 2009; Walsh et al., 2015;
Hu et al., 2016). An employee’s willingness to do so is essential because it helps the
management to recover from possible service failures caused by customer complaints and
identify the best practices/processes for improving future service quality and reducing the
likelihood of further complaints (Walsh et al., 2015). Extra-role behaviour, on the other hand,
refers to personal discretionary behaviours in delivering customer service that goes above
and beyond the role’s requirements (Bettencourt and Brown, 1997; Bani-Melhem, 2020).
Providing extra-role customer service is critical for helping customers to contact employees
and correcting service failures, as well as avoiding deleterious word of mouth (Geng et al.,
2018; Bani-Melhem, 2020). Both types of behaviour are forms of discretionary citizenship
behaviour (Luria et al., 2009; Liang et al., 2012). These facets reflect proactive behaviour
because they are outside the scope of the role required, but they aid group and organisational
functioning (Grant and Ashford, 2008). This is particularly the case in the hospitality
industry, where such proactive behaviour, which is often referred to as proactive customer
service behaviour – defined as “self-started, long-term-oriented, and persistent service
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behaviour” (Rank et al., 2007, p. 366) – has a significant bearing on the perceived quality of
service delivery and, hence, customer experience and satisfaction (Bani-Melhem et al., 2018).
Both types of proactive behaviour can be considered an outcome widely linked to
psychological safety (Hirak et al., 2012). There are possible risks associated with speaking up
or reporting customer complaints and engaging in extra-role behaviour. Going beyond the
formal job role risks, the ability of FLEs to complete their required tasks (Frazier and Tupper,
2018) while reporting customer complaints about service and workplace inefficiencies could
also damage working relationships (Gao et al., 2011). For instance, reporting customer
dissatisfaction with a colleague who fails to deliver the expected services will harm the
collegial relationship at work. Similarly, employee may hesitate to report customer
complaints, as doing so might give indication that he/she is not able to effectively serve
customer needs and this might negatively effect on his/her performance evaluation.
Experiencing these challenges will likely to drive employees to perform in their own interests,
at the expense of their organization interests (i.e. not for reporting complaints). Because of
these potential risks, employees are likely to assess any potential pitfalls before deciding
whether to engage in proactive behaviours (Frazier and Fainshmidt, 2012; Frazier and
Bowler, 2015). However, psychological safety reduces the possible deleterious consequences
of making errors or taking the initiative (Edmondson, 1999), which should allow employees to
concentrate more on those elements that enhance their performance of these tasks (Mayer and
Gavin, 2005). Psychological safety fosters an environment in which employees feel
empowered to take risks and initiatives at work (Edmondson, 1999). Previous research
found that psychological safety is an important determinant for encouraging employees to
share their information, ideas and knowledge as well as to voice their opinion, suggestions
and concern for work improvement (Liang et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2018). Thus, drawing on
past research, we expect that psychological safety will motivate employees to report
customer complaints and engage in extra-role customer service because psychological safety
is a necessary condition for employees to invest their physical, emotional and cognitive
resources in accomplishing their job (Christian et al., 2011). When employees feel safe that
their action will not hurt their self-image or status or endanger their career prospect in the
organization (Kahn, 1990), they are likely to take the risks to report customer complaints, offer
recommendations and even attempt to change the status quo in terms of operations
(Walumbwa and Schaubroeck, 2009).
Therefore, we predict the following:
H2. Psychological safety positively relates to willingness to report customer complaints.
H3. Psychological safety positively relates to extra-role customer service.
Psychological safety as a mediator
Several scholars have highlighted the need for additional research to investigate the potential
moderators and mediators that could justify the influence of dark personality on work-related
outcomes (e.g. Spain et al., 2014; Webster and Smith, 2019). Consistently, this study applies
psychological safety as a mediator between a paranoid personality and proactive employee
work behaviours by building on the trait activation theory. This theory proposes that a
personality trait corresponds to “the typical functional level of the underlying psychological
processes responsible for generating the emotional, motivational, cognitive, and behavioural
states associated with that trait” (p. 37).
In line with this theory, we argue that the negative effect of dark personality traits on
proactive employee work behaviours is the result of the psychological process of
psychological safety. Specifically, employees with a paranoid personality are likely to
disengage from proactive work behaviours, such as reporting customer complaints and

performing extra-role work behaviours because this personality trait engenders the feeling of
being unsafe at work. When employees feel unsafe, they are likely to assess the risks
associated with their tasks and avoid displaying proactivity, such as going the extra mile to
provide customer services because they believe that doing so would harm them (Milliken
et al., 2003; Liang et al., 2012). Thus, they are less likely to be willing to contribute to the ideas
and actions of a shared enterprise (Edmonson and Lei, 2014, p. 24). We expect that
psychological safety, therefore, mediates this relationship because it has been found to
predict employee behaviour (Miao et al., 2019). Other researchers have also suggested and
employed psychological safety as an important bridge to connect employee personality traits
with behavioural consequences (Walumbwa and Schaubroeck, 2009). For example, Kong
(2016) found that paranoia reduces an employee’s voice and triggers workplace withdrawal.
Hence, we hypothesise the following:
H4. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between paranoia and willingness to
report complaints.
H5. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between paranoia and extra-role
customer service.

Empathetic leadership as a moderator
There is some debate about whether individual dark personality traits and their behavioural
work outcomes can change (Burke, 2006). Considerable research has indicated the lifespan
developmental trends related to the bright side of personality (Roberts et al., 2006), but can the
same be said for dark personality traits? It has been proposed that changes in dark
personality traits are indeed possible (Hogan et al., 1994). Existing research has suggested
that interventions targeted at individual personality factors can lessen the associated
negative behaviours (Webster and Smith, 2019), signifying an opportunity for organisational
factor interventions into dark personality traits to reduce undesirable consequences (Spain
et al., 2014).
Past research has consistently demonstrated the significant role of a supportive work
environment, such as leadership support, in encouraging positive and proactive work
behaviours (Kim and Carlson, 2016; Sok et al., 2018). The perceived organisational support
theory also underscores the crucial role of support at work to enhance employee performance
(Kurtessis et al., 2017). Because leadership behaviours can engender a work setting that
affects individual behaviours (Popli and Rizvi, 2017; Webster and Smith, 2019), they are
expected to play an important role in lessening the negative behaviour related to such dark
personality traits. Numerous facets of leadership within organisational settings can be the
reason behind a range of different types of leadership (Bass and Avolio, 1994). In this regard,
researchers and practitioners have been trying to explore the most effective leadership style
that affects employee behaviours and determine whether the employees feel that it is
worthwhile or safe to report complaints, make suggestions and go beyond their formal role
boundaries to improve operations and performance (e.g. Haynie et al., 2019; Kock et al., 2019).
Of these leadership studies, empathetic leadership stands out as one of the most
idealised leadership styles. It is defined as the ability to recognise and understand a
follower’s experiences and, simultaneously, be emotionally supportive and make others
feel secure (Edmondson and Lei, 2014; Kock et al., 2019). An empathetic leader creates an
emotional/psychological tie with subordinates, demonstrates a personal interest in their
welfare and considers them as an organisational asset (Kock et al., 2019). Leaders who
show a capacity for empathy have been said to show “love in action” (Lam, 2017),
focussing solely on addressing followers’ needs, taking their feelings into account and
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acting in a way that satisfies their needs and wants (Kock et al., 2019). With a better
awareness of a follower’s needs, an empathetic leader can specify intervention methods to
enhance weak performance or increase good performance (Gavin et al., 1995; Kingsley
Westerman et al., 2018). Providing the right supportive strategies and offering valuable
feedback will make the followers more confident and self-reliant, enhance their
psychological safety and improve their creative performance (House and Rizzo, 1972;
Mayfield, 2009; Mayfield and Mayfield, 2012). Thus, an empathetic leader generates two
sources of workplace support: instructional and emotional.
Based on the trait activation theory, we propose that the combined effect of a paranoid
personality trait and empathetic leadership is likely to increase the psychological safety of
employees, thereby encouraging them to perform extra-role behaviours and be more
willing to report customer/service complaints. The trait activation theory (Tett and
Guterman, 2000; Tett and Burnett, 2003) and similar personality theories, such as the
cognitive-affective system theory of personality (Mischel and Shoda, 1995, 1998), contend
that individuals are attentive to circumstances that trigger their personalities by
activating key psychological processes. Specifically, the trait activation process takes
place when the situation is related to a person’s goals and values, together with the context
in which they wish to be presented. Such situations create pressure, motivating the person
to behave according to their personality type by engaging in trait-expressive work
behaviours (Murray, 1938).
The trait activation theory presents a person-situation interactionist model of job
performance (Mischel and Shoda, 1995). This model outlines the conditions in which
performance can be predicted by personality traits and contends that these traits can be seen
as work behaviours in response to trait-relevant situational cues (Tett and Burnett, 2003).
Specifically, “[a] situation is relevant to a trait if it is thematically connected by the provision
of cues, responses to which (or lack of responses to which) indicate a person’s standing on the
trait” (Tett and Burnett, 2003, p. 502). Therefore, there must be a thematic correspondence
between the trait’s behaviours and the situational demand, i.e. individuals’ traits predispose
them to engage in a certain set of behaviours with specific situational cues. In other words,
personality traits, when combined with trait-relevant situational factors, can provide a basis
for predicting workplace behaviour (Tett and Burnett, 2003). Empathetic leadership is
proposed here as a relevant moderator because we theorise that it will activate/deactivate
individual personality traits, such as paranoia, making it more likely for employees to engage
in proactive behaviours (i.e. a willingness to report customer complaints to the management
and engaging in extra-role behaviour) thanks to psychological safety. Therefore, we
formulate the following hypotheses:
H6. Empathetic leadership moderates the relationship between paranoia and the
willingness to report customer complaints (via psychological safety) such that this
relationship becomes weaker when empathetic leadership is high.
H7. Empathetic leadership moderates the relationship between paranoia and extra-role
customer service behaviour (via psychological safety) such that this relationship
becomes weaker when empathetic leadership is high.
The above hypotheses are captured in Figure 1. The model examines the underlying
mechanism and the boundary conditions of why and how a paranoid personality trait
influences the proactive behaviours of employees in the workplace. Specifically, we propose
that employees who feel psychologically unsafe due to their paranoid personality traits are
less likely to engage in proactive behaviours; however, having an empathetic leader is likely
to encourage them to demonstrate proactivity at work because such a leader offers them the
necessary support.

Method
Participants and procedures
The study participants were FLEs employed at hospitality organisations in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), who provided direct services to customers. The data were accumulated
using a questionnaire, initially prepared in English and then translated into Arabic. A backtranslation process (Brislin, 1970) was used to check the questionnaire’s accuracy. Both the
personal and professional contacts of the researchers were exploited to facilitate access to the
targeted organisations. Each copy of the survey was accompanied by a cover letter
explaining the intention and goals of the research, and all potential participants were offered
a guarantee that their answers would remain confidential and anonymous. Assurances were
also offered that the research team would be the only people who would be able to access the
responses and that all the data would be aggregated prior to publication.
The data were collected using a paper-based survey conducted over three rounds. The
first two rounds, with a two-week time lag in-between, were sent to FLEs, and the third round
was sent to the supervisors immediately after the second round of employee surveys. Data
from multiple sources (that is, from FLEs and their supervisors) and the time-lag research
design were employed to mitigate issues related to common method bias (Podsakoff et al.,
2003) and generate useful information on the intricate relationship between the variables
examined in this research.
We received 312 completed responses to the 400 surveys distributed in the first round.
After two weeks, we contacted the 312 participants for the second survey round and received
252 completed responses. We also collected 252 completed surveys from their supervisors
concerning FLEs’ extra-role customer service. Hence, the study achieved an overall response
rate of 63%. The majority of participants were aged between 21 and 30 years, 50.6% were
male, 63% had a bachelor’s degree and they had worked an average of 1–10 years in the
industry.
Measurements
Valid and reliable measures were adopted from established scales based on the criteria that
these measures are widely used. We used scales ranging from one (strongly disagree) to five
(strongly agree) for all key variables of the study. The measurement of the key variables is
described below.
Willingness to report customer complaints: The concept was operationalised by four items
adapted from the work of Luria et al. (2009). Sample items include “I report to management
about incidents in which customers complain about serious problems”. This construct has
been adopted, used and validated in past research (see, for example, Walsh et al., 2015) and
has a reported alpha reliability above 0.7.
Extra-role behaviour (rated by the supervisor): The concept was operationalised by five
items adapted from previous research (Bettencourt and Brown, 1997). Sample items include
“This employee voluntarily assists customers even if it means going beyond job
requirements”. This construct has been adopted, used and validated in past studies (Garg
and Dhar, 2016), and the construct reliability of the scale is above 0.7.
Paranoia: The six-item measure of Derogatis and Melisaratos’s (1983) Brief Symptom
Inventory was used to measure this personality trait. Sample items include “Feeling that most
people cannot be trusted”, “Feeling that you are watched or talked about by others” and
“Feeling that people will take advantage of you if you let them”. This construct has been
adopted, used and validated by past research (see, for example, Kong, 2016) and has reported
alpha reliability above 0.7.
Psychological safety: We used a five-item scale to measure the concept of psychological
safety (Brown and Leigh, 1996; May et al., 2004). Sample items include “In my work unit,

Paranoid
personality
and FLE’s
behaviours
121

JSTP
31,1

122

expressing your true feelings is welcomed”. This construct has been adopted, used and
validated in past research (see, for example, Liang et al., 2012) and has reported alpha
reliability above 0.7.
Empathetic leadership: We employed a five-item scale (Mayfield and Mayfield, 2016;
Mayfield et al., 2017) to measure this concept. Sample items include “My supervisor shows
trust in me” and “My supervisor shows concern about my job satisfaction”. This construct
has been adopted, used and validated in past research (see, for example, Kock et al., 2019) and
has reported alpha reliability above 0.7.
Results
We performed a series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using AMOS 20 (Hair et al.,
2011) and hypotheses testing using process macro (Hayes, 2017). Based on the CFA analysis,
the results of convergent validity and internal reliability are presented in Table 1.
Table 1 shows that one item from psychological safety (PS) and two items from paranoid
(PD) were removed because they had standardised loadings less than 0.50. Once removed,
each remaining item showed a factor loading above 0.5, as recommended by Hair et al. (2006).
The loading ranges from 0.53 to 0.87. The average variance extracted (AVE) is in the range of
0.52 and 0.60. The values are all above the recommended value of 0.5 (Hair et al., 2010).
Composite reliability (CR) also ranges from 0.77 to 0.88. The values are higher than the
recommended value of 0.6 (Hair et al., 2010). In addition, to measure the internal reliability,
Cronbach’s alpha analysis was conducted. The values range from 0.76 to 0.88, i.e. above the
threshold of 0.7. Table 2 illustrates the results of discriminant validity, as well as descriptive
statistics.
Table 2 indicates that for each construct, the square root of the AVE values is higher than
the correlations of that construct with the other constructs’ values. The constructs’
correlations are also all lower than 0.85, ranging from 0.36 to 0.45, representing satisfactory
discriminant validity between the study constructs (Kline, 2015). Table 2 also presents the
study constructs’ descriptive statistics, including the mean and standard deviation.
Willingness to report complaints (WTRC) has the highest mean value, while the paranoia
(PD) construct has the lowest mean.
Table 3 presents the model comparisons for the measurement model. The baseline (fivefactor) model was compared with the one-factor, two-factor, three-factor and four-factor
models, and our five-factor model offers the best fit compared to the alternative models.

Construct

No. of
items

Factor
loading
range

Average
variance
extracted (AVE)

Composite
reliability (CR)

Internal
reliability
Cronbach alpha

0.66–0.82
0.60
0.88
0.89
Empathetic leadership
5a
(EL)
Psychological safety
0.53–0.87
0.59
0.85
0.84
4b
(PS)
Willingness to report
4
0.64–0.85
0.53
0.82
0.81
complaints (WTRC)
0.66–0.86
0.58
0.87
0.88
Extra-role customer
5a
service (ESC)
c
0.65–0.77
0.54
0.78
0.77
Paranoid (PD)
5
Note(s): aEL1 and EL2, as well as ESC4 and ESC5, were mutually linked to each other because of the high
Table 1.
b
Internal reliability and within error covariance; PS5 was removed from the model because of insufficient factor loading below cut-off
0.5; cPD1 and PD4 were removed from the model because they lowered the reliability to less than 0.70
convergent validity

Hypotheses testing
Table 4 and Figure 3 shows the results of the regression analysis. Hypothesis 1 predicts the
negative effect of paranoia on psychological safety. As shown in Table 4 model 2, the effect of
paranoia on psychological safety is negative and significant (β 5 – 0.20, p < 0.01). Thus,
hypothesis 1 is supported. Hypothesis 2 predicts the positive effect of psychological safety on
willingness to report complaints. Table 4 model 6 shows that the effect of psychological
safety on willingness to report complaints is positive and significant (β 5 0.18, p < 0.01).
Thus, hypothesis 2 is supported. Hypothesis 3 predicts the positive effect of psychological
safety on extra-role customer service. Table 4 model 9 shows that the effect of psychological
safety on extra-role customer service is positive and significant (β 5 0.16, p < 0.05). Thus,
hypothesis 3 is supported.
Hypotheses 4 and 5 predict the mediating effect of psychological safety in the relationship
between paranoia and willingness to report complaints and extra-role customer service.
Process macro (model 4) was used to assess the mediating hypotheses. Drawing on recent
findings on mediation analysis (Zhao et al., 2010), bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (CI)
estimates were used. The results show that paranoia has a significant, negative and indirect
effect on willingness to report complaints (WTRC) (β 5 0.04, SE 5 0.02, CI:[ 0.11, 0.01])

Construct

Mean

SD

Empathetic leadership (EL)
3.92
0.99
Psychological safety (PS)
3.65
0.88
Willingness to report complaints (WTRC)
4.10
0.79
Extra-role customer service (ESC)
3.65
1.10
Paranoid (PD)
2.58
0.97
Note(s): Diagonals represent the square root of the average
represent the square correlations

Measurement
Model#1

Measurement
Model#2

EL

PS

0.78
0.46
0.42
0.32
0.37
variance

0.77
0.27
0.27
0.27
extracted,

Measurement
Model#3

WTRC

ESC
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PD

0.73
0.26
0.77
0.24
0.20
0.73
while the other entries

Measurement
Model#4

Paranoid
personality
and FLE’s
behaviours

Table 2.
Discriminant validity
and descriptive
statistics

Measurement
Model#5

1351.39
1055.24
904.06
571.44
260.13
CMIN (χ 2)
Df
187
186
184
181
177
p-value
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
2
χ /df ≤ 5.00
7.23
5.67
4.91
3.16
1.47
GFI ≥ 0.80
0.60
0.66
0.69
0.79
0.91
AGFI ≥ 0.80
0.51
0.58
0.61
0.73
0.88
CFI ≥ 0.90
0.52
0.64
0.71
0.84
0.97
TLI ≥ 0.90
0.46
0.60
0.66
0.81
0.96
IFI ≥ 0.90
0.53
0.65
0.78
0.84
0.97
RMSEA ≤ 0.10
0.16
0.14
0.13
0.10
0.05
Note(s): GFI 5 Goodness-Of-Fit statistic; AGFI 5 Adjusted Goodness-Of-Fit statistic; CFI 5 comparative fit
index; TLI 5 Tucker–Lewis index; IFI 5 Incremental Fit Index; RMSEA 5 Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation -Model-1: All items load on one factor Model-2: Two factors model, items of paranoia (PD),
psychological safety (PS) and empathetic leadership (EL) load on one factor. Items of willingness to report
complaints (WTRC) and extra-role customer service (ECS) load on second factor -Model-3: Three factors model,
items of PS and EL load on one factor and items of ECS and WTRC load on second factor and items of PD load
Table 3.
on third factor -Model-4: Four factors model, items of ECS and WTRC load on one factor, while items for PS, EL Goodness of fit results
and PD load on their respective factors -Model-5: Five factors model, items of PD, EL, PS, WTRC and ECS load
for the alternative
on their respective factors
measurement models
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Variables

Psychological safety (PS)
Model
1
Model 2 Model 3

Control Variables
Age
Gender
Experience
Education

0.01
0.05
0.06
0.12

Independent variable
Paranoia (PD)
Moderator variable
Empathetic
leader (EL)
Interaction
PD x EL

Table 4.
Regression results

0.01
0.06
0.03
0.11

0.01
0.05
0.02
0.12

0.20**

0.24**

0.22**

0.20**

Willingness to report
complaints (WTRC)
Model
4
Model 5 Model 6
0.03
0.08
0.07
0.02

0.02
0.06
0.07
0.05

0.02
0.07
0.06
0.02

0.16**

0.11*

Extra-role customer service
(ECS)
Model
Model
Model
7
8
9
0.01
0.16
0.03
0.13

0.02
0.14
0.02
0.16

0.01
0.16
0.01
0.13

0.17*

0.12

0.17**

Mediator
Psychological
safety (PS)
F- value
1.04
6.98**
7.18**
0.02
0.15**
0.18**
R2
2
0.13**
0.03**
ΔR
Note(s): N 5 252; **p < 0.01 , *p < 0.05

0.18**
1.34
0.02

3.11*
0.06**
0.04**

4.22**
0.10**
0.04**

0.16*
0.88
0.02

1.84
0.04*
0.02*

2.25*
0.06*
0.02*

and extra-role customer service (β 5 0.04, SE 5 0.02, CI:[ 0.10, 0.01]). As the confidence
intervals do not include zero, hypotheses 4 and 5 are supported.
Hypotheses 6 and 7 predict the moderated mediation hypotheses. A moderating effect of
empathetic leadership was hypothesised on the indirect effects of paranoia on the willingness
to report complaints and extra-role customer service via psychological safety. Process macro
model 7 was used to assess these hypotheses. Table 4 and model 3 show that empathetic
leadership significantly influences the negative relationship between paranoia and
psychological safety (β 5 0.17, p < 0.01). We plotted the interaction effect to determine the
relationship between paranoia with psychological safety at high (þ1 SD) and low ( 1 SD)
levels of empathetic leadership. As shown in Figure 2, paranoia is more strongly related to
psychological safety when empathetic leadership is low.
The conditional indirect effect of paranoia on WTRC (through psychological safety) was
assessed at two values of empathetic leadership, namely at 1 SD below and at 1 SD above the
mean. The result in Table 5 shows that the indirect effect is significant at low levels of
empathetic leadership (β 5 0.07, bootstrap 95% CI 5 [ 0.15, 0.02]), but non-significant at
high levels of empathetic leadership (β 5 0.01, bootstrap 95% CI 5 [ 0.06, 0.01]). The index
of moderated mediation is also significant; these results suggest that the indirect effect of
paranoia (through psychological safety) on WTRC is particularly strong under low compared
to high levels of empathetic leadership. Thus, hypothesis 6 is supported.
The conditional indirect effect of paranoia on extra-role customer service (ECS) (through
psychological safety) was assessed at two values of empathetic leadership, namely at 1 SD
below and 1 SD above the mean. The result in Table 6 illustrates that the indirect effect is
significant at low levels of empathetic leadership (β 5 0.07, bootstrap 95% CI 5 [ 0.17,
0.00]), but non-significant at high levels of empathetic leadership (β 5 0.01, bootstrap

High Empathetic
Leadership
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Low Empathetic
Leadership
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Psychological Safety

5.00

4.00

3.00

2.00

Figure 2.
Moderation effect of
Empathetic
Leadership (EL)

1.00

Paranoia

Figure 3.
The results of
hypotheses testing

Moderator
Low empathetic leadership
High empathetic leadership
Index of moderated mediation
Mediator

Effect
0.07
0.01

Index

Boot SE
0.03
0.02

SE(Boot)

Boot LLCI
0.15
0.06

Boot LLCI

Psychological
Safety (PS)
0.03
0.02
0.01
Note(s): N 5 252; Values for the moderator are plus/minus one SD from mean

Boot ULCI
0.02
0.01

Table 5.
Conditional indirect
effect of paranoia (PD)
on willingness to report
Boot ULCI complaints (WTRC) via
psychological safety
(PS) at high and low
0.07
values of empathetic
leadership (EL)

95% CI 5 [ 0.06, 0.01]). Hayes (2015, p. 11) notes that “a bootstrap confidence interval for the
index of moderated mediation that does not include zero provides more direct and definitive
evidence of moderation of the indirect effect”. As shown in Table 6, the bootstrap confidence
interval for the index of moderated mediation includes zero, and thus hypothesis 7 is not
supported.
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Discussion
Our findings confirm the relevance of the dark side of personality traits for employee attitude
and behaviour, which has thus far not been widely researched in organisational/management
studies. Indeed, researching dark personality traits presents a theoretically significant
approach because it goes beyond the commonly researched topic of the bright side of a
personality, especially the Big Five (Spain et al., 2014). Second, although scholarly interest in
dark personality and its effect on organisations is growing, researchers tend to limit their
focus on the dark triad of personality, i.e. psychopathy, machiavellianism and narcissism
(Furnham et al., 2013). Our study further contributes to the body of the current knowledge by
investigating another form of dark personality, namely paranoia, and its influence on workrelated behaviour. Specifically, we reveal the significant influence of paranoia on employees’
willingness to report customer complaints to management and their engagement in extra-role
behaviours. Such proactive behaviours are sanctioned by the organisation because they aid
in the achievement of organisational goals. In the hospitality context, such frontline employee
behaviours are likely to make a significant difference to the perceived quality of the delivered
service and, hence, enhance customer satisfaction. Customers are likely to feel that they are
well taken care of by the organisation through the display of such frontline employee
behaviour.
However, such proactive behaviours could be hindered when FLEs are distrustful of other
people and feel they are not being treated well by them. As a result, they do not feel
psychologically safe in their work environment and will be less likely to take risks by
engaging in tasks beyond their formal job requirements. To mitigate such a consequence, a
leader has to be empathetic about the employee’s situation and provide the necessary
emotional, psychological and instructional support so that the individual in question can
perform to the best of his/her abilities, thereby achieving the quality of service that meets
customer needs and expectations. Being an empathetic leader in this context is crucial, as it
implies that employees, regardless of their personality predisposition, can be coached and
developed to meet organisational goals and expectations. That is, rather than seeing an
employee in a negative light because of the dark personality trait, or traits, they possess,
viewing them as someone who has the relevant capabilities and resources to contribute
effectively to organisational goals and objectives is more functional. Seeing an employee from
this perspective signifies the essential role of organisational leadership in recognising the
limitations employees have and providing the necessary support and guidance, which is
consistent with the perceived organisational support theory (Rhoades and
Eisenberger, 2002).
In particular, the evidence suggesting that empathetic leadership can indirectly mitigate
the adverse effects of paranoia on employee willingness to report customer complaints is
insightful. The presence of an empathetic leader who provides emotional support and

Moderator
Table 6.
Conditional indirect
effect of paranoia (PD)
on extra-role customer
service (ECS) via
psychological safety
(PS) at high and low
values of empathetic
leadership (EL)

Low empathetic leadership
High empathetic leadership
Index of moderated mediation
Mediator

Effect
0.17
0.01

Index

Boot SE
0.04
0.02

SE(Boot)

Boot LLCI
0.17
0.06

Boot LLCI

Psychological
Safety(PS)
0.03
0.02
0.01
Note(s): N 5 252; Values for the moderator are plus/minus one SD from mean

Boot ULCI
0.00
0.01

Boot ULCI
0.09

resources is a key to ensuring that customer service delivery is resolved and recovered
following customer complaints. In the hospitality industry, making sure that customer
service recovery is addressed is essential to meeting and enhancing customer satisfaction and
ensuring continued loyalty (Hu et al., 2016; Van Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016).
According to the job demands-resources model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007), job
performance is delivered when individuals have the resources to accomplish their job.
Aside from personal resources, however, a dark personality, such as paranoia, could inhibit
employees from effectively performing their job. An empathetic leader could serve to fill the
void in the personal resources required for the employees to accomplish their job performance
effectively. Hence, the presence of such a leader would provide the necessary support to FLEs
to communicate customer concerns to the management, thereby ensuring continued success
in customer service delivery and enhancing organisational performance (Hu et al., 2016; Van
Vaerenbergh and Orsingher, 2016).
Unexpectedly, we did not find evidence that empathetic leadership moderates the indirect
effect of paranoid personality on extra-role behaviour. Considering that the supervisor rated
the extra-role behaviour of the FLEs in this study, we speculate that the employees and
supervisors could have perceived extra-role behaviour differently. The HR literature
suggests some errors a rater may make when carrying out a performance appraisal exercise,
one of which being the possession of a “similar-to-me” bias (Alicke and Largo, 1995; Biernat
et al., 1997; Oliver et al., 2005), whereby the rater uses him/herself as an anchor in assessing
employee job performance. In the present study, the supervisors might have projected their
own experience when rating the extra-role behaviour of their employees. The psychological
contract theory and social information processing theory could also help illuminate the result.
The former suggests that employees’ understanding of their work obligations differs
substantially from their employer’s understanding (Rousseau, 1989; Morrison, 1994), while
social information processing postulates that social actors make sense of their environment
based on social and behavioural cues (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Hence, when the employee
and employer do not share a common cognitive understanding of the job, they are likely to
have different interpretations of what it constitutes. Future research should consider how to
control such a bias when utilising a supervisor rating of employee attitude and behaviour.
Overall, our study appears to support both the trait activation theory (Tett and
Gutterman, 2000) and the person-situation interactionist framework (Mischel and Soda, 1995)
by showing the validity of an integrated model that illustrates how paranoid personality
traits directly influence psychological safety and indirectly influence FLEs’ willingness to
report complaints and engagement in extra-role service behaviours. Our study is particularly
insightful in highlighting the significance of the psychological process of psychological
safety. Such a finding signifies that the effect of a dark personality on work-related outcomes
and behaviours is not necessarily direct; our theoretical understanding of its effect is better
enhanced by examining how psychological processes generate the motivational, emotional,
cognitive/mental and behavioural states related to the specific trait. Thus, we suggest that
future research on this topic seriously considers psychological processes.
The empirical support for the person-situation interactionist framework (Mischel and
Soda, 1995) in explaining how a focal, contextual factor of empathetic leadership can weaken
the deleterious effects of paranoia traits on psychological safety and, subsequently, proactive
work behaviours is also particularly significant. While empathetic leadership and paranoid
personality traits have been studied independently as predictors of work outcomes (see, for
example, Kock et al., 2019; Forsyth et al., 2012), little consideration has been given to their joint
influence on employee outcomes. We demonstrated that a combination of these variables may
offer a more comprehensive assessment of how leadership and individual personality
influence employee attitudes and work behaviour. More importantly, our results suggest that
while individuals may have a dark personality trait, it may not necessarily inhibit the
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effective accomplishment of good job performance, especially when they receive the
necessary support from their leader. Our finding implies that future research on dark
personalities should consider relevant contextual factors that could mitigate the potentially
negative effect of such personalities on work-related outcomes. The inclusion of such
mitigating factors is necessary because individuals tend to bring both bright and dark
personalities to work. Against this backdrop, organisations must develop a work
environment that can manage the negative effects of the dark personalities so that
organisational performance is not adversely affected (e.g., Smith et al., 2016; Webster and
Smith, 2019).
Practical implications
Several practical contributions of the study can be identified. First, since a paranoid
personality was found to negatively affect proactive work behaviour (willingness to report
complaints and extra-role behaviour), personality-assessment testing can be used to
understand how to manage such a personality and how likely it is to affect work attitude and
behaviour. This insight could be used by managers to understand their employees’ training
and development needs better. Second, as a personality trait represents an enduring
individual characteristic, we recognise that adjusting it is not possible via training or other
developmental programmes. However, as indicated by our findings, the work context itself
could mitigate the negative effects of such a personality on work behaviour. We found that
empathic leadership can indeed play such a role. Hence, we recommend that organisations
aim to develop leaders’ empathetic skills so that they can provide emotional and
psychological support to employees who are distrustful, suspicious or sceptical of their
colleagues. Specifically, training programmes should focus on developing and improving
good listening skills, ways of understanding others, the ability to interpret what employees
are feeling, sound emotional intelligence skills, trust-building and the strengthening of
working relationships.
An additional practical implication is that supervisors should avoid exerting an adverse
and negative effect on workers’ behaviour but, instead, attempt to foster a working
environment that minimises workers’ negative anticipations, i.e. an environment in which
individuals feel that they are psychologically safe and comfortable and have the freedom to
express their opinions. Managers, therefore, should be more inclusive with respect to workers
with ideas dissimilar to their own and encourage employee participation in giving advice.
Limitations and future directions
Although we attempted to attain a satisfactory balance between the key weaknesses and
strengths by using multi-source and time-lag designs, there are several limitations of this
research. While this study significantly contributes to the subject knowledge, as explained
above, four essential limitations should be researched further. First, our data were obtained
from workers employed in hospitality firms in the UAE. Future studies may consider testing
and evaluating the same study variables and models in other countries, including the
neighbouring Middle Eastern countries. By doing so, significant and meaningful
comparisons could be made, and the discrepancy in the results could be properly
attributed. In this way, the model’s theoretical development might be enhanced further.
Second, the present study fundamentally focuses on the personality trait of paranoia, with
empathetic leadership and psychological safety being the key determinants of FLEs’ extrarole behaviour and willingness to report complaints. We propose that future research be
carried out in regards to the following: (1) examining the negative impacts of employee
paranoia on other outcomes related to work, such as employee career success and work
engagement; (2) investigating other probable mediating mechanisms between the paranoia

trait and proactive behaviours, including negative emotions and interactive justice;
(3) exploring other boundary conditions that might exacerbate or mitigate the influence of
the paranoia trait on proactive behaviours, such as perceived organisational support, passive
leadership and empowerment and (4) using experimental study designs to further test and
replicate our study’s findings.
A third limitation of our research is that the measurements of paranoid personality have
not yet been well tested in an organisational context; future researchers, therefore, are
recommended to use the same measurement in different organisational contexts to validate
them. Fourth, while this research was limited to hospitality businesses. Future studies may
consider examining the relevance of the above constructs and their influence on proactive
behaviour in other service industries, as well as the manufacturing firms that utilise customer
service as part of their business process.
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