
Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 7 (2014), 98–155.
Copyright © 2014 Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology. 1754-9426/14

COMMENTARIES

Maladaptive Personality Constructs,
Measures, and Work Behaviors
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DENIZ S. ONES AND ROBERT F. KRUEGER
University of Minnesota

Important changes have been occurring in
the clinical psychology literature that are
relevant to how maladaptive personality
characteristics are conceptualized, mea-
sured, and used in workplace applica-
tions. We aim to clarify distinctions among
maladaptive personality traits, measures
of maladaptive personality constructs, and
their behavioral consequences at work.
In pursuing a connection between the
industrial–organizational (I–O) and clin-
ical psychology literatures on maladap-
tive personality, we distinguish maladaptive
constructs, maladaptive measures, and
maladaptive work behaviors. Conceptual
clarification and linguistic precision are
essential, as their distinctions are not
merely academic but have important con-
sequences for workplace research and
practice.

Maladaptive Traits
Are Maladaptive Personality
Constructs

The most recent edition of the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-
ders (DSM-5, APA, 2013) includes a new
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section on emerging measures and models
(Section III) that is intended to inform and
advance its traditional categorical psychi-
atric diagnostic criteria and codes based on
mounting research evidence. 1 As Narrow
et al. (2013, p. 80) noted, ‘‘the cross-cutting
symptom measures tested in the DSM-5
Field Trials represent a first step in mov-
ing psychiatric diagnosis away from solely
categorical descriptions toward assessments
that recognize different levels of symptom
frequency and intensity.’’ By indexing an
individual’s level of a given maladaptive
tendency, this new dimensional approach
aligns psychopathological diagnoses, pre-
viously conceptualized as categories, with
psychometric assessment instruments tied
to dimensional conceptualizations of per-
sonality variation.

Maladaptive traits reflect extremes
of normal-range personality constructs
(O’Connor & Dyce, 2001; Widiger &
Costa, 1994). Personality constructs range
between maladaptive positive and negative
extremes, with the middle normal range
representing typical (i.e., ‘‘normal’’) traits.

1. The third author (R.F.K.) of this commentary was
involved in the DSM-5 development process as
a member of the Personality and Personality
Disorders Work Group. However, his service
on the Work Group ended in December 2012.
Thus, this commentary reflects only the positions
and opinions of its three authors as independent
scholars.
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Figure 1. A hierarchical model of maladaptive personality.
Note. Constructs are arranged hierarchically based on their breadth/specificity. Figure
modified and adapted from Krueger and Markon (in press).

Current research shows that a similar orga-
nizational structure underlies normative
and maladaptive personality constructs
(Widiger & Simonsen, 2005). Empirical
evidence supports a personality structure
incorporating psychopathological variants
of the Big Five factors (Markon, Krueger,
& Watson, 2005; Wright & Simms, in
press). Structural equation’s modeling of
maladaptive range traits yields the mal-
adaptive Big Five (see Krueger, Derringer,
Markon, Watson, & Skodol, 2012; Krueger
& Markon, in press, for summaries and
examples).

Similar to their normative counterparts,
the maladaptive Big Five are hierarchically
organized, ranging from relatively specific
(e.g., anxiety proneness) to relatively broad
(e.g., neuroticism/dispositional negative
affect). Figure 1 provides an overview of
personality structure in the maladaptive
range. Wright et al. (2012) have presented
evidence supporting this model using
data on the structure of the Personality
Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-5; Krueger et al.,
2012). The general factor at the apex of

the hierarchy is even broader than the
internalizing and externalizing maladaptive
personality constructs (De Clercq, De Fruyt,
Van Leeuwen, & Mervielde, 2006; Krueger,
1999).2 Lower-order maladaptive range Big
Five constructs emerge from higher-order

2. Interestingly, higher-order maladaptive range per-
sonality constructs do not mimic the higher-
order structure found for normal range personality
constructs—Factor Alpha (the higher-order source
trait for Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, and
Emotional Stability) and Factor Beta (the higher-
order source trait for Extraversion and Openness;
DeYoung, 2006; Digman, 1997). Although low
Agreeableness (Antagonism) and low Conscien-
tiousness (Disinhibition) still factor together as
externalizing, low Emotional Stability (Negative
Affect) and low Extraversion (Detachment) factor
together as internalizing. This two-factor internal-
izing–externalizing structure of psychopathology is
highly replicable when the indicators are mental
disorders that are common in the general popula-
tion (i.e., mood, anxiety, substance use, and antiso-
cial behavior disorders; Krueger & Markon, 2006).
Watson, Stasik, Ro, and Clark (2013) suggested
that greater negatively valenced content of mal-
adaptive low Extraversion (as opposed to positively
valenced content of normal range Extraversion) may
be responsible for this finding.
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constructs. Finally (not depicted in
Figure 1), even more specific traits exist at
lower levels of the personality hierarchy.
These traits include both lower-order
primary (pure) maladaptive facet markers
and some compound (i.e., interstitial,
blended) traits.3

Table 1 lists the DSM-5 maladaptive per-
sonality constructs, their definitions, and
facet/compound indicators on the PID-5,
as well as their Big Five linkages. Person-
ality construct space is characterized by
hierarchy, lack of simple structure (result-
ing in interstitiality [some primary traits
indicating more than a single Big Five
domain]), and bipolarity. The appearance
of structure can be affected by differences
in the range covered by specific measures
(Krueger et al., 2011). Polarity and range
distinguish maladaptive from normal per-
sonality constructs.

Maladaptive Traits Are Assessed
Using Maladaptive Personality
Measures

Although normal and maladaptive person-
ality traits are variants of the same Big Five
constructs, most measures of the Big Five
do not have the content or sensitivity to
assess the entire range of each construct
(e.g., Samuel, Simms, Clark, Livesley, &
Widiger, 2010; Stepp et al., 2012; Wal-
ton, Roberts, Krueger, Blonigen, & Hicks,
2008). To measure the extreme (nonnor-
mal) range and poles of the maladaptive
Big Five, facets, and compounds, items
designed to reflect their disordered and

3. Compound personality traits may reflect multiple
different traits from the same or different levels
of the personality hierarchy. Hence, they occupy
interstitial areas in the lumpy personality trait
space. For maladaptive traits, cross loadings on
maladaptive Big Five factors indicate interstitiality
(Krueger & Markon, in press). Interstitiality is
the consequence of lack of simple structure in
personality dispositions. Guenole (2014) suggests
that the maladaptive traits included in the DSM-5
trait framework are pure (i.e., not blends of primary
traits), but this does not seem compatible with the
evidence that many primary or facet-level traits are
interstitial and not pure markers of factors.

pathological content are necessary. Con-
tent is affected in terms of valence and
extremity of the item indicators. First, item
content of normal personality measures
tends to be tilted to have greater positive
valence, whereas maladaptive measures
have item content tilted toward higher neg-
ative valence (Watson, Stasik, Ro, & Clark,
2013). Second, as extremity of the mal-
adaptive range is increased, content of the
personality measure necessarily becomes
more extreme to capture the degree of
impairment. For example, a maladaptive
Neuroticism item on the PID-5 (item #178)
inquires after the respondent’s belief that
he or she will eventually commit suicide.
A maladaptive Openness item (item #150)
explicitly indexes thought projection (influ-
encing others with one’s own thoughts).
Items with such extreme content are not
typically found (or desired) on normal adult
personality measures.

There are measures that have been con-
structed or used to assess maladaptive
personality constructs for workplace appli-
cations. Although the item content on such
instrumentation falls somewhere between
normal and maladaptive personality mea-
sures, these measures either are mostly
tethered to DSM-IV’s personality disorders
in their entirety (e.g., the Hogan Develop-
ment Survey [HDS], see Hogan & Hogan,
1997) or focus on specific personality disor-
ders (e.g., psychopathy, narcissism, Machi-
avellianism; see O’Boyle, Forsyth, Banks,
& McDaniel, 2012). Two observations are
in order: the HDS omits substantial content
from DSM-5’s negative affect and psychoti-
cism constructs as well as some specific
detachment constructs. Second, both HDS
scales and so-called ‘‘dark triad’’ indicators
assess compound traits.

The extreme content of maladaptive trait
measures has consequences for their psy-
chometric properties. Indeed, there are
more profound and consequential dis-
tinctions between adaptive (normal) and
maladaptive (abnormal) measures than
between constructs. Items on maladaptive
measures tend to have high discrimina-
tions (item response function parameter a)
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around the more extreme ranges of traits
being assessed (their maladaptive factor
saturation is higher). In contrast, normal
personality measure items are more strongly
related to the normal ranges of the underly-
ing constructs, with corresponding normal
range factor saturation. In maladaptive per-
sonality measurement, item and test diffi-
culty also appropriately shift to the targeted
extreme of the latent trait distribution. Item
difficulties (item locations—item response
function parameter b) of maladaptive mea-
sures tend to be more extreme. In normal,
working samples, some ceiling or floor
effects (for positive/negative poles of the
Big Five, respectively) can be anticipated.
The result can be a nonnormal distribution
of the manifest measure. Tall and narrow
item/test information functions (i.e., high
precision, low range) of typical maladap-
tive measures indicate lost information in
the normal range of personality traits. Over-
all, then, item and test information functions
(e.g., item and test measurement precision
provided at all levels of the underlying con-
struct) differ significantly between normal
and maladaptive personality measures. The
ability of these measures to differentiate
among individuals is most sensitive at dif-
ferent portions of the trait continuum—with
important implications for their applied use-
fulness in I–O psychology.

Use of static instrumentation of a man-
ageable length may be a limiting factor in
fully assessing the entire range of any given
construct. Reliable assessment of personal-
ity traits over a broader range of the under-
lying constructs can be achieved through
sophisticated test construction (see Krueger,
Derringer, Markon, Watson, & Skodol,
2011). Computer adaptive personality
testing may offer a dynamic solution
(Simms et al., 2011). Measures built using
latent trait models have the potential to
encompass the entire range of constructs,
blurring distinctions between normal and
maladaptive measures.

Static maladaptive personality assess-
ments developed without the benefits of
latent trait models and with their typical tall
and narrow item/test information functions

(high precision, low range) have psycho-
metric and predictive consequences. The
following are some examples:

1. Content of measures of the same
latent trait may differ (e.g., being
even-tempered vs. feeling depressed
and anxious, reflecting the positive
pole of Emotional Stability and high
negative affect, respectively).

2. Measurement errors of tests assess-
ing different portions of the normal-
maladaptive continuum differ. Nor-
mal measures have lower error in
normal, whereas maladaptive mea-
sures have lower error in extreme,
abnormal ranges of the trait.

3. Convergent validity is higher among
personality measures assessing the
same portions of the trait continuum.
Accordingly, maladaptive measures
of the same trait will display higher
convergence than maladaptive and
normal measures of the same trait.

4. Consequently, normal and maladap-
tive measures of the same trait will
yield incremental validity over each
other, even though they tap different
ranges of the same trait.

5. Predictive usefulness of traditionally
developed maladaptive personality
assessments among normal individ-
uals may be hampered: Nonnor-
mal maladaptive score distributions
will achieve their maximal predic-
tive validity when criteria are similarly
nonnormally distributed.4

Distinguishing Between
Maladaptive Traits and Behaviors
in Work Settings

Broadly speaking, maladaptive behaviors
in the context of work are those behaviors

4. Distributional mismatch between the maladaptive
predictor measure and criterion (e.g., non-normally
distributed predictor marginal distribution and
normally distributed criterion marginal distribution)
may result in nonlinear associations between
the two.
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that inhibit normal occupational function-
ing. Such behaviors may be indicative of (a)
psychological dysfunctions in work life and
(b) detriments in global job performance or
its facets (e.g., task performance, citizenship
behaviors, counterproductive work behav-
iors [CWB]). They encompass individual-
level behaviors that hinder employees from
achieving their full employment potential.
Although it may be tempting to equate
maladaptive work behaviors with CWB,
they are not synonymous. CWB are ‘‘scal-
able actions and behaviors that employees
engage in that detract from organizational
goals or well-being. They include behaviors
that bring about undesirable consequences
for the organization or its stakeholders’’
(Ones & Dilchert, 2013). Although most
maladaptive behaviors detract from orga-
nizational goals and well-being, there
are many that simply detract from the
employee’s personal goal achievement and
adjustment. That is, maladaptive behavior
may be either maladaptive only for the indi-
vidual performing it or both personally and
organizationally maladaptive (‘‘counterpro-
ductive’’). This conceptual distinction has
implications for organizations’ ethical and
legal responsibilities related to personnel
staffing.

Behaviors should be considered mal-
adaptive when they hinder positive per-
sonal occupational behavior such as job
performance, as well as extrinsic success
(e.g., achievements in career progression,
compensation growth) or intrinsic success
(e.g., personal growth, satisfaction). For
example, maladaptive behaviors such as
self-injurious behaviors (e.g., self-biting,
cutting, hair pulling), ritualistic behaviors
(e.g., obsessive hand washing), and aber-
rant behaviors can affect personal success
and well-being at work but cannot reason-
ably be included among CWB. When such
behaviors do not prevent the employee
from fulfilling essential functions of their
job, screening for traits at the root of
these behaviors becomes problematic (see
below). On the other hand, inappropri-
ate interpersonal behaviors (e.g., swear-
ing, screaming), property destruction, and

aggression (e.g., hitting others) are both mal-
adaptive and counterproductive at work,
and organizations have legitimate reasons
for predicting and preventing them.

Maladaptive traits can be expected to
predict appropriately matched maladaptive
behaviors in the workplace. Maladaptive
traits can also relate to job performance at
the global and facet levels (see Guenole,
2014, for an overview). The DSM-5 mal-
adaptive personality constructs antagonism
and disinhibition predict CWB. Some mal-
adaptive range traits (e.g., risk taking, dis-
tractibility) can give rise to poor task per-
formance. Others can impact employabil-
ity (Hogan, Chamorro-Premuzic, & Kaiser,
2013) as in the case of psychotic incapac-
itation (e.g., due to cognitive and percep-
tual dysregulation) or severe interpersonal
problems (e.g., due to withdrawal; see
Table 1).

Maladaptive Traits and Measures
in I–O Practice: Thoughts
on Responsible Use

Several important issues need to be
addressed regarding the use of maladaptive
personality measures in employment
contexts, including operational appropri-
ateness, utility, and legality. First, from
an organization’s point of view, should
possessing a maladaptive trait disqualify
an individual from employment? This is a
question of personnel screening rather than
selection. The answer depends on the work
to be performed. Staffing decisions must be
based on work-relevant characteristics. It
is possible to use job analytic approaches
to identify maladaptive traits relevant to
specific jobs. They can be linked to job
competencies, to behavior that disrupts
workplace functioning, as well as to job
performance and its facets. The maladap-
tive personality constructs from the DSM-5
emerging model can serve as a starting
point for such job analytic investigations.
Yet, we expect few maladaptive traits to be
universally applicable as disqualifiers (one
exception may be the externalizing traits of
irresponsibility and deceitfulness).
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The second question is one of utility.
Most individuals seeking jobs score in
the normal range of most personality
constructs. Utility of employee selection
systems is maximized when measures have
high predictive validity and large numbers
of individuals can be distinguished from
one another with good precision. Thus,
the ability of measures to reliably assess
differences among individuals in the
normative range is essential, something that
normal range personality measures do well.
Maladaptive constructs can be measured
by normal range personality measures
(e.g., Wille, De Fruyt, & De Clercq, 2013).
However, maladaptive measures provide
unique value in cases where an extreme
range of the trait needs to be evaluated with
good reliability and therefore precision.
Screening applications (i.e., eliminating
job applicants who pose a risk due to their
extreme trait level) call for precision at
extreme poles of constructs.

The third question is one of legality. In
the United States, the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) prohibits the use of
medical examinations in preemployment
settings. The EEOC ADA Enforcement Guid-
ance clarifies when a test is considered
a ‘‘medical examination’’ and the condi-
tions under which it can be used. Medical
examinations include tests that seek ‘‘infor-
mation about an individual’s physical or
mental impairments or health.’’ Based on
EEOC guidance, maladaptive measures can
be considered medical examinations, espe-
cially when they are designed to reveal
mental health and are normally given in
medical settings. Even though high stand-
ing on any maladaptive trait, as revealed by
scores on normal or maladaptive measures,
is not sufficient to make a specific psy-
chiatric diagnosis per the DSM-5, trained
professionals (i.e., clinical psychologists
and psychiatrists) can discern patterns of
psychological dysfunction from scores on
maladaptive personality inventories. These
legal aspects might limit the use of some
maladaptive measures in preemployment
settings in the United States, even if such
measures are not scored or considered

until later in the hiring process.5 However,
employers may require medical examina-
tions under certain circumstances following
a conditional job offer: At that stage, mal-
adaptive measures administered to all appli-
cants in a given job category are legitimate if
they result in screenings that are job-related
and consistent with business necessity.

Although not a means of circumvent-
ing ADA-related requirements regarding
disability-related inquiries, one innovative
way to assess maladaptive personality traits
is through the use of others’ ratings on
these constructs. Connelly and Ones (2010)
have shown that others’ ratings of per-
sonality yield higher predictive validity
for job performance than self-report mea-
sures. They also have incremental validity
over self-reports. The DSM-5 maladaptive
personality measure (PID-5) has an infor-
mant’s form. In work settings, such forms
can be completed by different individu-
als for different applications (e.g., back-
ground investigators, reference providers,
and recruiters/interviewers for screening;
coworkers for coaching interventions).

Some fundamental changes have been
occurring in ways that clinical psycholo-
gists view and measure personality disor-
ders. I–O psychologists—researchers and
practitioners alike—can benefit from these
developments as they can enhance the
capabilities to predict, understand, and
modify employee behavior in organiza-
tions. We are in agreement with Guenole
that researchers can benefit from incorpo-
rating maladaptive personality constructs
and measures into their theories involving
personality variables at work. Practition-
ers with foresight and vision can build on

5. One point articulated by the EEOC is that ‘‘not
all impairments [are] disabilities; an impairment
is a disability only if it substantially limits a
major life activity’’ (EEOC, p. 8). It would
seem that extreme standing on some maladaptive
traits revealed by maladaptive measures (e.g.,
perseveration, manipulativeness, deceitfulness; see
definitions provided in Table 1) could be considered
psychological impairments, but not disabilities,
and thus could legitimately be assessed in
preemployment contexts even before a conditional
job offer is made.
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emerging knowledge around maladaptive
personality constructs in designing indi-
vidual assessment approaches, employee
focused interventions, and in making per-
sonnel decisions. Aligning such research
and applications with the DSM-5 trait
framework can only strengthen the scientific
base of our field. At the same time, responsi-
ble use of such tools requires psychological,
psychometric, and legal awareness as well
as operational and ethical sensitivity.
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