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Abstract
Drawing on data provided by 287 Catholic priests, religious brothers, and religious sis-
ters from different parts of Italy (130 men and 157 women), this study explored the effect 
of three dark psychological variables and three bright psychological variables on levels 
of professional burnout as assessed by the two scales of the Francis Burnout Inventory 
(emotional exhaustion and satisfaction in ministry). The three dark psychological varia-
bles assessed by the Short Dark Triad were Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and 
subclinical psychopathy. The three bright psychological variables were purpose in life, 
emotional intelligence, and religious faith. After controlling for personal factors (age and 
sex) and personality factors (extraversion and emotionality), the data demonstrated that the 
three bright psychological factors (purpose in life, emotional intelligence, and religious 
faith) served as independent and cumulative predictors of higher levels of satisfaction in 
ministry and that the three dark psychological factors had no effect on satisfaction in min-
istry. Two of the three dark psychological factors (Machiavellianism, and subclinical psy-
chopathy) served as independent and cumulative predictors of higher levels of emotional 
exhaustion in ministry, and purpose in life served as a predictor of lower levels of emo-
tional exhaustion in ministry.

Keywords Catholic priests · Catholic sisters · Dark triad · Purpose in life · Emotional 
intelligence · Intrinsic orientation · Burnout

A growing body of empirical research has been concerned to assess levels of burnout expe-
rienced by clergy and religious professionals, using either the Maslach Burnout Inventory 
(Maslach & Jackson, 1985) or the Francis Burnout Inventory (Francis et  al.,  2005). Studies 
using the Maslach Burnout Inventory (in its original form) have been reported by Warner and 
Carter (1984), Strümpfer and Bands (1996), Rodgerson and Piedmont (1998), Stanton-Rich 
and Iso-Ahola (1998), Virginia (1998), Evers and Tomic (2003), Golden et al. (2004), Raj and 
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Dean (2005), Beebe (2007), Miner (2007a, 2007b), Doolittle (2007, 2010), Chandler (2009), 
Miner et al. (2009), Buys and Rothmann (2010), Joseph et al. (2010), Parker and Martin (2011), 
Joseph et al. (2011), Rossetti and Rhoades (2013), Küçüksüleymanoğlu (2013), Randall (2013), 
Herrera et al. (2014), Crea and Francis (2015), Büssing et al. (2017), Vicente-Galindo et al. 
(2017), Chan and Chen (2019), and Dias (2019).

Studies using the Francis Burnout Inventory among clergy have been reported by Francis et al. 
(2008b), Francis et al. (2009), Robbins and Francis (2010), Brewster et al. (2011), Francis et al. 
(2012), Robbins et al. (2012), Barnard and Curry (2012), Randall (2013), Francis et al. (2013a, 
b, c), Francis and Crea (2015), Francis et al. (2015, 2017b), Durkee-Lloyd (2016), Village et al. 
(2018), and Francis et al. (2019a).

As well as mapping the levels of burnout experienced by clergy and religious profes-
sionals, this growing body of literature has been concerned to identify and to map the 
predictor variables of individual difference in levels of experienced burnout (see Francis, 
2018). In this context, four main categories of predictor variable have been documented: 
personal factors, personality factors, contextual factors, and psychological factors. The pre-
sent study builds on and contributes to the body of research specifically concerned with 
the contribution of psychological factors to individual differences in levels of experienced 
burnout among clergy. In particular, the present study focuses first on the potential impact 
of the cluster of three dark psychological factors recently conceptualized as the ‘dark triad.’ 
Then, the study introduces the new concept of the ‘bright trinity,’ a cluster of three bright 
psychological factors already identified within the field of clergy studies.

The dark triad

The ‘dark triad’ of three offensive but nonpathological personality constructs is a term coined by 
Paulhus and Williams (2002) that became well established in the literature during the following 
decade (for a review, see Furnham et al., 2013). The burgeoning of more recent research has been 
stimulated by the emergence of sets of psychometric instruments that propose more economical 
assessment of these constructs, including the Short Dark Triad (SD3), comprising 27 items (Jones 
& Paulhus, 2014), and the Dirty Dozen, comprising 12 items (Jonason & Webster, 2010). The 
dark triad draws together the three constructs of Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and 
subclinical psychopathy. These three constructs are intercorrelated to some extent but also clearly 
independent. To varying degrees, all three constructs entail a socially malevolent character with 
tendencies of self-promotion, emotional coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness.

Machiavellianism characterized by manipulativeness, callous affect, and a strategic-calculating 
orientation, was shaped by Christie and Geis (1970), who drew on a selection of statements from 
Machiavelli’s original books (see Machiavelli, 1981). The 20-item Mach-IV Inventory that they 
developed from these statements predicted individuals who were more likely to behave in a cold, 
manipulative fashion in laboratory and real-world studies.

Subclinical narcissism  characterized by grandiosity, entitlement, dominance, and 
superiority, was shaped by Raskin and Hall’s (1979) delineation of a subclinical version 
of the DSM-defined personality disorder. They developed the 40-item Narcissistic Per-
sonality Inventory (NPI) on large samples of students. Their notion of subclinical narcis-
sism has been well supported by a strong research literature (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001a).

Subclinical psychopathy characterized by high impulsivity, high thrill-seeking, low empathy, and 
low anxiety, was shaped by Hare (1985) and Lilienfeld and Andrews (1996) among others. Hare 
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(1985) developed the 31-item Self-Report Psychopathy Scale (SRP) from items that differentiated 
clinically diagnosed psychopaths from nonpsychopaths. This measure was subsequently validated in 
nonclinical samples by Forth et al. (1996).

In the development of the Short Dark Triad (SD3), Jones and Paulhus (2014) tried to shape 
and to sharpen the differentiation between the three constructs. Distinguishing Machiavellian-
ism from subclinical psychopathy, Jones and Paulhus (2014) argued that Machiavellians plan 
ahead, build alliances, and do their best to maintain their positive reputation, whereas psycho-
paths behave impulsively, abandon friends and family, and give little heed to their reputation 
(Hare & Neumann, 2008). Machiavellians tend to be strategic rather than impulsive (Jones & 
Paulhus, 2011a), and they tend to avoid manipulating family members (Barber, 1998). Psy-
chopaths tend to lie for immediate rewards, even if those lies compromise their long-term 
interest (Paulhus & Jones, 2017). Their callous manipulation, combined with recklessness  
and thrill-seeking, tends to be reflected in bold and relentless pursuit of self-interest (Hare & 
Newmann, 2008).

For their understanding of subclinical narcissism, Jones and Paulhus (2011b, 2014) 
drew on Kernberg (1975) and Kohut (1978). They argued that 

narcissistic behaviour was marked by manipulation and callousness, much like Mach-
iavellianism and psychopathy. Intraphysically, however, narcissism was defined by a 
clash between a grandiose identity and underlying insecurities. (Jones & Paulhus,  
2014, p. 29)

Narcissistic individuals are endlessly seeking ego-reinforcement (Morf & Rhodewalt, 
2001b) that can lead to self-destructive behaviors (Vazire & Funder, 2006). Narcissistic  
grandiosity promotes a sense of entitlement (Bushman et al. 2003) that may result in aggres-
sion if that grandiosity is threatened (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Jones & Paulhus,  
2010). Narcissism involves self-deception; narcissists’ belief in their boastful claims tend to  
be maintained even when it can be verified that they exaggerate their competence (Paulhus 
& Williams, 2002).

Drawing on this sharpened differentiation between Machiavellianism, subclinical nar-
cissism, and subclinical psychopathy, Jones and Paulhus (2014) developed a pool of 41 
items in which the Machiavellianism items comprised four themes (cynicism, coalition 
building, planning, and reputation), the subclinical narcissism items comprised four themes 
(entitlement, exhibitionism, grandiosity, and leadership), and the subclinical psychopathy 
items comprised four themes (antisocial behavior, callous affect, erratic lifestyle, and short-
term manipulation). Drawing on data provided by 489 adults, Jones and Paulhus (2014) 
employed exploratory factor analysis and exploratory structural equation modeling to iden-
tify three sets of nine items each that distinguished between the three constructs embraced 
by the dark triad.

The bright trinity

Within the broader field concerned with the science of clergy psychological well-being, 
attention has been drawn to three bright psychological factors that have been shown to 
have a positive effect on clergy well-being. These three factors, characterized in the present 
study as the ‘bright trinity’ in juxtaposition with the dark triad, are purpose in life, emo-
tional intelligence, and intrinsic religiosity.

Purpose in life occupies a particularly interesting position within the range of con-
structs that measure and reflect distinctive aspects of personal well-being since purpose 
in life may be of particular relevance for engaging dialogue between positive psychology 
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and empirical theology or pastoral sciences. From a theological perspective, following the 
pioneering work of Tillich (1952), purpose in life is understood to be central to the very 
essence of religion. Substantive analyses of religion point to the beliefs, teachings, and rit-
uals that explicitly address the fundamental questions concerning meaning and purpose in 
life. From a psychological perspective, the notion of purpose in life has been brought into 
particular prominence by the school of logotherapy as stimulated by the pioneering work 
of Victor Frankl (1955, 1958, 1959, 1966, 1967, 1969, 1978, 1985, 1992, 2004, 2010) and 
as subsequently developed by others (see Guttmann, 1996; Lukas, 2000; Lukas & Hirsch, 
2002). Logotherapy focuses on the meaning of human existence as well as on how people 
search for such a meaning.

Purpose in life as conceptualized within logotherapy has been made accessible to 
empirical research by the Purpose in Life Test developed by Crumbaugh and Maholick 
(1964, 1969). This instrument has given rise to a fruitful stream of international research 
that establishes the central role of purpose in life in shaping a range of positive personal 
and social outcomes among diverse groups of people, including cancer patients (Wnuk 
et al., 2012) and the elderly (Gerwood et al., 1998). A number of studies and reviews pro-
vide general support for the reliability and validity of the Purpose in Life Test. It has gener-
ally demonstrated good convergent validity with measures of well-being and distress and 
good internal consistency reliability (see Jonsén et  al., 2010; Litwinczuk & Groh, 2007; 
Schulenberg & Melton, 2010).

Robbins and Francis (2000) introduced the Purpose in Life Scale as an alternative 
measure of purpose in life. This instrument differs from the Purpose in Life Test in two 
important ways. First, the new instrument was designed to assess a much more tightly 
focused notion of purpose in life. Second, the new instrument comprised 12 Likert-type 
items rated on the conventional five-point scale, ranging from agree strongly through 
not certain to disagree strongly. In the foundation study, conducted among 517 first-
year undergraduate students, Robbins and Francis (2000) reported an alpha coefficient 
(Cronbach, 1951) of 0.90 with the correlations between each item and the sum of the 
other items varying between 0.41 and 0.76, demonstrating good internal consistency 
reliability. The reliability and validity of this more recent instrument has been supported 
by, among others, Sillick and Cathcart (2014), Poteat et  al. (2014), Crea (2016) and 
Francis et al. (2017d).

The measurement of purpose in life has been introduced to the science of clergy 
studies by Weinstein and Cleanthous (1996) among Protestant ministers and by Francis 
and Crea (2016) among Catholic priests. In a second study, Crea and Francis (in press) 
explored the effect of purpose in life scores among a sample of 156 Catholic priests and 
religious sisters in Italy on the two indices of positive affect (satisfaction in ministry) 
and negative affect (emotional exhaustion in ministry) proposed by the Francis Burn-
out Inventory. After controlling for personal factors (age and sex) and for psychological 
factors (emotionality and extraversion/introversion), the data demonstrated that higher 
scores on the Purpose in Life Scale were associated with both higher scores on the Sat-
isfaction in Ministry Scale and lower scores on the Scale of Emotional Exhaustion in 
Ministry. These findings suggest that professional burnout and poor work-related psy-
chological health among priests and religious sisters may, at least in part, be attributed 
to a poor sense of purpose in life. In light of this empirical evidence, Crea and Francis 
(in press) argued that therapeutic techniques developed by logotherapy may be relevant 
to addressing the problem of professional burnout and poor work-related psychological 
health among Catholic priests and religious sisters.
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Emotional intelligence was introduced by Salovey and Mayer (1990) and Mayer and 
Salovey (1993, 1995) and subsequently developed and popularized by Goleman (1995, 
1998). Goleman maintains that emotional intelligence comprises two main components, 
styled as personal competence (how we handle ourselves) and as social competence 
(how we handle our relationships with others) and that each of these two main compo-
nents comprises agreed subcomponents. According to Goleman’s model of emotional 
intelligence, personal competence involves self-awareness (knowing one’s emotional 
internal states, preferences, resources, and intuitions), self-regulation (managing one’s 
emotional internal states, impulses, and resources), and motivation (emotional tenden-
cies that guide or facilitate reaching goals). Social competence involves empathy (one’s 
awareness of others’ feelings, needs, and concerns) and social skills (one’s adeptness at 
inducing desirable responses in others).

Emotional intelligence is both an illuminating and contested construct (Dulewicz 
et al., 2003). It is illuminating in the sense that it has been employed in research within 
a range of occupational settings and has been found to predict individual differences 
in work performance and in occupational health and well-being. It is contested in part 
because different traditions have defined and measured emotional intelligence in differ-
ent ways.

The Schutte Emotional Intelligence Scale comprises 33 items that load on one prin-
cipal factor, selected from an original pool of 62 items on data provided by 346 diverse 
participants recruited from a variety of settings in a metropolitan area in the southeastern 
United States. In the foundation study by Schutte et al. (1998), the scale recorded an alpha 
coefficient of 0.90 and a two-week test–retest reliability of 0.78. The Schutte Emotional 
Intelligence Scale offers an attractive option for survey-style research in light of its brevity 
(33 items) and ease of scoring on a five-point Likert-type scale (agree strongly, agree, not 
certain, disagree, and disagree strongly).

The Schutte Emotional Intelligence Scale has been introduced to the science of clergy 
studies within the United Kingdom by a series of four studies: Francis et al. (2011a) among 
a sample of 154 individuals serving in leadership roles within local churches associated 
with the Newfrontiers network in England, including elders, staff, volunteer leaders, and 
highly committed members sharing in leadership; Randall (2014) among a sample of 156 
Anglican clergy serving mainly in England in their fourteenth year of ministry; Hendron 
et al. (2014) among a sample of 226 clergy serving within one of the four main denomina-
tions based in Northern Ireland and in the Republic of Ireland that accepted both men and 
women into ministry; and Francis et al. (2019b) among a sample of 364 Anglican clergy 
serving in the Church in Wales.

In a further analysis of his data on 156 Anglican clergy serving in England, Randall 
(2015) explored the thesis that higher levels of emotional intelligence were associated with 
lower levels of burnout. Employing the Francis Burnout Inventory (Francis et al., 2005), 
Randall (2015) found that higher level of emotional intelligence were associated with both 
higher levels of satisfaction in ministry and lower levels of emotional exhaustion. Randall’s 
finding that higher levels of emotional intelligence are associated with lower levels of burn-
out and better work-related psychological well-being among clergy is consistent with the 
findings of other studies employing the Maslach Burnout Inventory alongside the Schutte 
Emotional Intelligence Scale among other groups, including university professors (Iqbal & 
Abbasi, 2013), nurses (Nel et al., 2013), healthcare professionals (Ünal, 2014; Năstasă & 
Fărcaş, 2015) and teachers (Chan, 2006; Cohen & Abedallah, 2015; Colomeischi, 2015; 
Platsidou, 2010). Randall (2015) concluded that these findings may offer a useful clue 
regarding ways in which better psychological health can be promoted among clergy. He 
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argued that there may be real value in providing training in social and emotional compe-
tence as part of initial ministerial training and continuing ministerial development.

Intrinsic religiosity is a notion rooted in the pioneering work of Allport and Ross (1967), 
who distinguished in their conceptualization between the two forms of religious motivation 
that they contrasted as intrinsic orientation and as extrinsic orientation. The extended defi-
nitions of extrinsic religiosity and intrinsic religiosity advanced by Allport and Ross (1967) 
are worth citing in full. Here is their description of the extrinsic orientation.

Persons with this orientation are disposed to use religion for their own ends. The 
term is borrowed from axiology, to designate an interest that is held because it serves 
other, more ultimate interests. Extrinsic values are always instrumental and utilitar-
ian. Persons with this orientation may find religion useful in a variety of ways to pro-
vide security and solace, sociability and distraction, status and self-justification. The 
embraced creed is lightly held or else selectively shaped to fit more primary needs. In 
theological terms the extrinsic type turns to God, but without turning away from self. 
(Allport & Ross, 1967, p. 434)

Here is their description of the intrinsic orientation.

Persons of this orientation find their master motive in religion. Other needs, strong 
as they may be, are regarded as of less ultimate significance, and they are, so far as 
possible, brought into harmony with the religious beliefs and prescriptions. Having 
embraced a creed the individual endeavours to internalise it and follow it fully. It is in 
this sense that he lives his religion. (Allport & Ross, 1967, p. 434)

Allport and Ross’s (1967) intention in offering these definitions was not purely to be 
descriptive but also to be evaluative. According to their model, the intrinsic religious ori-
entation profiled a more mature approach to religion than the extrinsic religious orienta-
tion. This theoretical perspective was validated by early empirical studies that found intrin-
sic religious orientation to be correlated with positive psychological correlates such as 
socially inclusive values whereas extrinsic religious orientation was found to be correlated 
with negative psychological correlates such as racial prejudice (for reviews, see Batson & 
Ventis, 1982).

Religious orientation theory (extrinsic religiosity and intrinsic religiosity) has been 
introduced to the science of clergy studies by Francis and Crea (2016), who administered 
the New Indices of Religious Orientation (Francis, 2007) and the Purpose in Life Scale 
(Robbins & Francis, 2000) to a sample of 155 Catholic priests serving in Italy. Taking pur-
pose in life as a measure of well-being, Francis and Crea (2016) reported a positive asso-
ciation between intrinsic religiosity and well-being but no association between extrinsic 
religiosity and well-being.

Research question

Against this background, the present study has been designed to explore the effects  
of the dark triad and the bright trinity of psychological factors on professional burnout 
among priests and religious sisters in Italy when these two sets of variables are consid-
ered simultaneously. In the light of previous research in the field of clergy burnout, two 
sets of control variables will also be taken into account: personal factors and personal-
ity factors. Among personal factors, age emerges as the most important. Older clergy are 
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less likely than younger clergy to report high levels of emotional exhaustion, either as the 
consequence of an aging effect (older clergy may have acquired better skills at manag-
ing psychological resources) or of a cohort effect (younger clergy recording high levels  
of emotional exhaustion may have exited from active ministry). While sex differences 
are less consistently reported, sex nonetheless remains a personal factor of significance. 
Among personality factors, neuroticism (or high emotionality) and introversion emerge as  
the most important. Clergy recording high scores on the measure of neuroticism (or emo-
tionality) and low scores on extraversion are more likely to report high levels of emo-
tional exhaustion (see, for example, Francis et  al.,  2012; Francis et  al.,  2004; Francis 
et al., 2013a; Francis et al., 2009; Francis & Rutledge, 2000; Francis et al., 2008b; Randall, 
2007; Rutledge & Francis, 2004; Turton & Francis, 2007). It is for these reasons that 
the present study controls for personal factors (age and sex) and for psychological fac-
tors (extraversion and emotionality) before exploring the effects of the dark triad and the 
bright trinity on measures of work-related psychological health.

Method

Procedure

In the context of an ongoing formation program conducted within the Pontifical Salesian 
University and by the Claretian Institute of the Theology of the Consecrated Life in Rome, 
participants were invited to complete a questionnaire covering issues relevant to the pro-
gram. Participation in completing the questionnaire was voluntary, and responses to the 
questionnaire were confidential and anonymous. Full data were provided by 287 priests, 
religious brothers, and religious sisters from different parts of Italy. Ethical approval for the 
study was granted by the Ethics Committee of the Salesian Pontifical University, Rome.

Participants

Of the 287 participants, 130 were male, 157 were female; 87 were under the age of 35, 59 
were between the ages of 35 and 39, 74 were between the ages of 40 and 49, 62 were aged 
50 or over, and five did not disclose their age; 97 were of Italian nationality, 184 were not 
of Italian nationality, and six did not disclose their nationality. Of the 130 men, 42 were 
diocesan priests, 65 were religious priests, 20 were religious brothers, and three were in 
formation. Of the 157 women, 154 were religious sisters, and three were in formation.

Measures

Personality factors were assessed by the Francis Psychological Type and Emotional Tem-
perament Scales (FPTETS) developed from the instrument originally proposed by Francis 
(2005). This 50-item instrument comprises five sets of 10 forced-choice items related to 
emotionality and to each of the four components of psychological type: orientation (extra-
version or introversion), perceiving process (sensing or intuition), judging process (think-
ing or feeling), and attitude toward the outer world (judging or perceiving). A number of 
studies have demonstrated this instrument to function well in church-related contexts. For 
example, Francis et al. (2008a) reported alpha coefficients of 0.83 for the EI scale, 0.76 for 
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the SN scale, 0.73 for the TF scale, and 0.79 for the JP scale. Participants were presented 
each pair of characteristics and asked to “check the box next to that characteristic which is 
closer to the real you, even if you feel both characteristics apply to you. Tick the character-
istics that reflect the real you, even if other people see you differently.” The Italian transla-
tion of this instrument originated within the Salesian Pontifical University, employing the 
conventional practice of translation and back translation. Only the extraversion and emo-
tionality scales were employed in the present analysis. The translated instrument achieved 
acceptable alpha coefficients (Francis & Crea, 2016).

Professional burnout was assessed by the two scales proposed by the Francis Burnout 
Inventory (FBI: Francis et al., 2005). This 22-item instrument comprises the Scale of Emo-
tional Exhaustion in Ministry (SEEM) and the Satisfaction in Ministry Scale (SIMS). Each 
item was assessed on a five-point scale ranging from agree strongly (5) to disagree strongly 
(1). The Italian translation achieved alpha coefficients of 0.79 for SIMS and 0.81 for SEEM 
(Francis & Crea, 2015).

Purpose in life was assessed by the Purpose in Life Scale (PILS) developed by Robbins 
and Francis (2000), a 12-item instrument designed to assess a unidimensional construct. 
For example, a core item reads, “My personal existence is full of purpose.” Each item was 
assessed on a five-point scale ranging from agree strongly (5) to disagree strongly (1). The 
Italian translation achieved an alpha coefficient of 0.90 (Crea, 2016).

Emotional intelligence was assessed by the 33-item Emotional Intelligence Scale pro-
posed by Schutte et al. (1998). Each item was assessed on a five-point scale ranging from 
agree strongly (5) to disagree strongly (1). In a study among church leaders, Francis et al. 
(2011a), reported an alpha reliability coefficient of 0.81.

Intrinsic religiosity was assessed by the Astley-Francis Scale of Attitude toward Theistic 
Faith (Astley et al., 2012). Adapted from the short form of the Francis Scale of Attitude 
toward Christianity (Francis et al., 1995), this instrument proposes seven items concerned 
with affective responses to God, places of worship, and prayer. Each item was assessed 
on a five-point scale ranging from agree strongly (5) to disagree strongly (1). Astley et al. 
(2012) reported an alpha coefficient of 0.95. Subsequent studies have recommended a 
reduction to five items (see Ceballos et al., 2015), and it is this form that is employed in the 
analyses. A series of studies link the affective dimension of religion closely with measures 
of intrinsic religiosity (see Francis & Orchard, 1999).

The dark triad of Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and subclinical psychopathy 
was assessed by the three nine-item measures proposed by the Short Dark Triad (Jones & 
Paulhus, 2014). Each item was assessed on a five-point scale ranging from agree strongly (5)  
to disagree strongly (1). Jones and Paulhus (2014) reported the following alpha coefficients 
for these three measures: Machiavellianism, α = 0.71; subclinical narcissism, α = 0.74; and 
subclinical psychopathy, α = 0.77.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed by means of the SPSS statistical package using the reliability, cor-
relation, factor, and regression routines.
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Results

The first step in data analysis explored the psychometric properties of the instruments. 
All three nine-item measures of the Italian translation of the Short Dark Triad performed 
poorly. The three scales were enhanced by the omission of poor-performing items, result-
ing in a set of three six-item measures. Table 1 presents the scale properties for the ten 
measures employed in the study: the three measures of the dark triad (Machiavellianism, 
subclinical narcissism, and subclinical psychopathy), the three measures of the bright trin-
ity (emotional intelligence, purpose in life, and intrinsic religiosity), the two personality 
variables (extraversion and emotionality), and the two components of professional burn-
out (emotional exhaustion in ministry and satisfaction in ministry). These data demonstrate 
that the two components of professional burnout, the three components of the bright trin-
ity, and the two personality variables all reach satisfactory levels of internal consistency 
reliability. The three measures of the dark triad display less satisfactory levels of internal 
consistency reliability.

The second step in data analysis explored the core associations among the variables. 
Table 2 presents the bivariate correlation coefficients between the two personal factors (age 
and sex), the two components of professional burnout (emotional exhaustion in ministry 
and satisfaction in ministry), the two personality variables (extraversion and emotionality), 
the three measures of the dark triad (Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and sub-
clinical psychopathy), and the three measures of the bright trinity (emotional intelligence, 
purpose in life, and intrinsic religiosity). Six features of these data deserve commentary.

First, three of the variables are significantly correlated with sex. Priests and male reli-
gious record higher levels of subclinical narcissism and of satisfaction in ministry. Female 
religious record higher scores of emotionality.

Second, two of the variables are significantly correlated with age. Older participants 
record lower scores of Machiavellianism and lower scores of extraversion.

Third, emotionality is significantly positively correlated with two of the three measures 
of the dark triad (Machiavellianism and subclinical psychopathy) and significantly nega-
tively correlated with all three measures of the bright trinity (emotional intelligence, pur-
pose in life, and intrinsic religiosity).

Fourth, extraversion is unrelated to any of the three measures of the dark triad but sig-
nificantly positively correlated with all three measures of the bright trinity (emotional 
intelligence, purpose in life, and intrinsic religiosity).

Table 1  Scale Properties N items Alpha Mean SD

Machiavellianism 6 0.63 12.66 3.90
Narcissism 6 0.58 15.01 3.47
Psychopathy 6 0.62 10.36 2.99
Extraversion 10 0.72 4.92 2.18
Emotionality 10 0.70 3.24 2.11
Emotional exhaustion 11 0.78 25.04 6.14
Satisfaction in ministry 11 0.84 43.15 5.41
Emotional intelligence 33 0.87 122.79 11.91
Intrinsic religiosity 5 0.77 23.71 1.93
Purpose in life 12 0.87 52.98 5.48
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Fifth, satisfaction in ministry is significantly negatively correlated with two measures of 
the dark triad (Machiavellianism and subclinical psychopathy) but significantly positively 
correlated with the third measure of the dark triad (subclinical narcissism). Satisfaction in 
ministry is significantly positively correlated with all three measures of the bright trinity 
(emotional intelligence, purpose in life, and intrinsic religiosity). Higher levels of satisfac-
tion in ministry are significantly correlated with higher extraversion scores and with lower 
emotionality scores.

Sixth, emotional exhaustion in ministry is significantly positively correlated with all 
three measures of the dark triad (Machiavellianism, subclinical narcissism, and subclinical 
psychopathy). Emotional exhaustion in ministry is significantly negatively correlated with 
all three measures of the bright trinity (emotional intelligence, purpose in life, and intrinsic 
religiosity). Higher levels of emotional exhaustion in ministry are significantly correlated 
with high emotionality scores and low extraversion scores.

The third step in the data analysis recognized that these complex patterns of interre-
lationship between pairs of variables demonstrate the wisdom of addressing the primary 
research question posed by the present study through regression analyses. Tables 3 and 4 
present the two regression models for satisfaction in ministry and emotional exhaustion in 
ministry, respectively. In these two models, the predictor variables are entered in four steps. 
Model 1 enters personal factors (sex and age); model 2 adds personality factors (extraver-
sion and emotionality); model 3 adds the dark triad (Machiavellianism, subclinical narcis-
sism, and subclinical psychopathy); and model 4 adds the bright trinity (purpose in life, 
emotional intelligence, and intrinsic religiosity). For both regression models (satisfaction 
in ministry and emotional exhaustion in ministry), the increase in  R2 shows that each of 
these four steps predicts additional variance within the incremental model. Two features of 
these data deserve commentary.

First, Table 3 demonstrates that the major proportion of variance accounted for in this 
model (concerned with satisfaction in ministry) is derived from the components of the 
bright trinity. When the three components of the bright trinity are entered into model 4, 
none of the personal factors, none of the personality factors, and none of the factors of the 
dark triad record significant beta weights. Moreover, when the three components of the 
bright trinity are entered into the model, each of these three components contribute unique 
predictive power.

Second, Table  4 demonstrates that the major proportion of variance accounted for in 
this model (concerned with emotional exhaustion in ministry) is derived from the compo-
nents of the dark triad and from the personality factors. When all four sets of factors are 
entered into model 4, the four strongest predictors of high levels of emotional exhaustion 
are derived from two components of the dark triad (high scores of Machiavellianism and 
high scores of subclinical psychopathy), from one component of the personality factors 
(high scores of emotionality), and from one component of the bright trinity (low scores of 
purpose in life).

Conclusion

The present study was designed to explore the effects of the dark triad of psychological 
factors and the effects of the bright trinity of psychological factors on professional burnout 
among priests and religious sisters in Italy when these two sets of variables are considered 
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simultaneously, after taking into account personal factors (sex and age) and personality fac- 
tors (extraversion and emotionality). In this study, professional burnout was conceptualized  
in terms of the balanced affect model of work-related psychological health proposed by the  
Francis Burnout Inventory (Francis et al., 2005). This model maintains that burnout occurs 
when high levels of negative affect are not balanced by high levels of positive affect. In the  
Francis Burnout Inventory, negative affect is assessed by the Scale of Emotional Exhaus-
tion in Ministry, while positive affect is assessed by the Satisfaction in Ministry Scale. In 

Table 3  Regression on 
Satisfaction in Ministry

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Personal factors
  Sex 0.12 0.04 0.00 0.08
  Age 0.05 0.00 −0.03 0.03

Personality factors
  Extraversion 0.11 0.09 −0.03
  Emotionality −0.26*** −0.21*** −0.11

Dark triad
  Machiavellianism −0.09 0.03
  Narcissism 0.23*** 0.06
  Psychopathy −0.12 0.01

Bright trinity
  Purpose in life 0.22***

  Emotional intel-
ligence

0.41***

  Intrinsic religiosity 0.22***

   R2 0.02 0.11 0.16 0.48
  ∆ 0.02 0.09*** 0.05** 0.33***

Table 4  Regression Models on 
Emotional Exhaustion

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Personal factors
  Sex −0.16* −0.05 0.00 −0.02
  Age −0.09 −0.02 0.05 0.03

Personality factors
  Extraversion −0.13* −0.11* −0.07
  Emotionality 0.38*** 0.31*** 0.26***

Dark triad
  Machiavellianism 0.32*** 0.25***

  Narcissism 0.00 0.05
  Psychopathy 0.24*** 0.20***

Bright trinity
  Purpose in life −0.18**

  Emotional intel-
ligence

−0.05

  Intrinsic religiosity −0.07
   R2 0.03 0.20 0.44 0.48
  ∆ 0.03* 0.18*** 0.24*** 0.04***
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this model, positive affect and negative affect are conceptualized not as opposite ends of a 
continuum but as two separate psychological systems. The relative independence of these 
two separate psychological systems is validated in the present study by the way in which 
the sets of predictor variables functioned in distinctive ways in the two regression models. 
One set of variables predicted greatest variance in positive affect, while another set of vari-
ables predicted greatest variance in negative affect.

In respect of negative affect the greatest variance was predicted by one personality fac-
tor (emotionality) and by two components of the dark triad (Machiavellianism and subclini-
cal psychopathy). These variables are generally regarded as fairly fixed or stable. Screening 
for these variables may help to identify priests, religious brothers, and religious sisters who 
are most vulnerable to professional burnout. Such knowledge, coupled with self-awareness 
of vulnerability, may enable preventative strategies to be implemented to safeguard against 
the more debilitating consequences of professional burnout.

Regarding positive affect, the greatest variance was predicted by the cumulative effect 
of the three components of the bright trinity (purpose in life, emotional intelligence, and 
intrinsic religiosity). Each of these three factors is thought to be amenable to therapeutic, 
educational, or spiritual intervention. Purpose in life rests at the heart of logotherapy and 
is considered to be subject to therapeutic intervention. Emotional intelligence is considered 
to be a developmental factor and is subject to educational intervention. Intrinsic religios-
ity rests at the heart of vocation to the priestly life and to the religious life and is subject 
to spiritual and formational intervention. Although ecclesial authorities may be relatively 
powerless to address the detrimental effects of emotionality, Machiavellianism and sub-
clinical psychopathy on the levels of emotional exhaustion experienced by priests, religious 
brothers, and religious sisters, ecclesial authorities may be better placed to implement the 
therapeutic, educational, and spiritual and formational interventions that may enhance lev-
els of purpose in life, emotional intelligence, and intrinsic religiosity. In turn, these features 
of the bright trinity seem to be associated with enhanced sense of satisfaction in ministry.

According to the balanced affect model of professional burnout and clergy work-related 
psychological well-being, enhancing satisfaction in ministry ameliorates the negative  
consequences of emotional exhaustion in ministry. To some extent, the negative effects  
of high levels of emotional exhaustion in ministry are reduced by high levels of satisfaction 
in ministry (Francis et al., 2011b; Francis et al., 2017a, b, c; Francis et al., 2019a; Village 
et al., 2018).

This study has made an original contribution to theorizing the dynamics of clergy pro-
fessional burnout and work-related psychological health by drawing together the balanced 
affect model of professional burnout as assessed by the Francis Burnout Inventory (Francis  
et al., 2005), the three components of the dark triad as assessed by a modified version of  
the Short Dark Triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2014), and three variables classified as the bright 
trinity: purpose in life as assessed by the Purpose in Life Scale (Robbins & Francis, 
2000), emotional intelligence as assessed by the Emotional Intelligence Scale (Schutte 
et al., 1998), and intrinsic religiosity as assessed by the Astley-Francis Scale of Attitude 
toward Theistic Faith (Astley et al., 2012). This study has modeled and tested this theory 
on data provided by 287 Catholic priests and religious sisters surveyed in Italy.

The limitations with this study concern the reliance on one specific group of religious 
professionals, on a short measure of the three components of the dark triad that failed to 
generate a high level of internal consistency reliability among religious professionals, 
and on a proxy measure for intrinsic religiosity. These limitations need to be addressed in 
future studies by replicating and extending the research among other groups of clergy and 

411Pastoral Psychology (2021) 70:399–418



1 3

religious professionals, by employing longer measures of the three components of the dark 
triad, and by employing an established measure of intrinsic religiosity.
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