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Abstract
Extremism occurs when a certain need, for instance, significance quest, overrides other human motivations. Based on the 
Significance Quest Theory, we argue that ambition—a specific aspect of significance quest—can lead to extremism, particu-
larly through obsessive passion. In an Italian sample (Study 1, N = 249) we predicted and found that ambition was positively 
related to both obsessive and harmonious passion; however, only obsessive passion positively predicted extremism. To 
bolster and generalize our findings we conducted a second study involving American participants (Study 2, N = 300). We 
confirmed the mediating role of obsessive passion in the relationship between ambition and extremism, while we did not 
find the mediating role of harmonious passion. The present research has theoretical implications in that it constitutes the first 
evidence that ambition might share some aspects with significance quest and sheds new light on ambition field. Moreover, 
our findings provide practical ways to prevent extremism.
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“People just don’t understand how 
obsessed I am with winning.”
– Kobe Bryant

Kruglanski et al. (2021) defined extreme states or events 
as “infrequent phenomena whose rarity results from a pro-
nounced intensity or magnitude of their underlying moti-
vation” (p. 5). In human social behavior, a motivation that 
often acquires such pronounced intensity is the quest for 
significance, the universal human need to feel as though 
one matters and is valued and respected by those in their 
group, community, or culture whom they respect (Kruglan-
ski & Orehek, 2011). While all people desire significance at 
least somewhat, sometimes, those who engage in extremism 

garner considerable social significance which comes in the 
forms of fame, respect, and notoriety (Kruglanski et al., 
2014). Those who are recognized as the “greatest of all 
time” attain this title often through extreme commitment 
to that which will bring them significance. Alexander the 
Great, for instance, was inspired to dominate people all over 
the world in an effort to be considered akin to the Greek 
gods (Giles, 2000). His insatiable desire for significance is 
clear.

What is the common denominator among those in diverse 
fields who are widely considered great, from Alexander the 
Great to Kobe Bryant? Those who achieve social signifi-
cance have many skills, talents, and characteristics, but they 
are all bolstered by an underlying trait. They are ambitious. 
In fact, ambitious individuals seem competitive, achieve-
ment oriented, and motivated to acquire wealth and status 
(Hansson et al., 1983). Ambition has been defined as a per-
sonality characteristic, a middle-level trait, and as an aspect 
of extraversion, but it can nevertheless be summarized as 
a goal to gain respect and recognition from others (DeY-
oung et al., 2007; Jones et al., 2017; Judge & Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012). People who are considered to be the best in 
their fields may be more ambitious than most, for they often 
engage in extremism in order to achieve the significance for 
which they yearn so heavily.

 * Elena Resta 
 elena.resta@uniroma1.it

1 Department of Developmental and Social Psychology, 
Sapienza University of Rome, Via dei Marsi, 78, 
00185 Rome, Italy

2 Department of Psychology, University of Maryland, 
College Park, MD, USA

3 UniSR-Social.Lab, Vita-Salute San Raffaele University, 
Milan, Italy

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7964-9985
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11031-022-09936-3&domain=pdf


383Motivation and Emotion (2022) 46:382–393 

1 3

We may conceive, therefore, of those who quest for social 
significance as ambitious people; those whose need for such 
social significance overrides all other needs will engage in 
extremism in order to attain their goal. Although extremism 
tends to be equated with violent extremism, not all extreme 
behaviors are antisocial. Extremism may involve committing 
oneself to practicing a sport for hours every day in the hopes 
of winning gold medals. They may also involve sacrificing 
oneself for the sake of one’s religion or conquering coun-
tries all over the world for the sake of being recognized as 
a legendary figure.

There are plenty of ambitious people who are not extreme, 
however. We propose that ambition leads to extremism 
through passion. In fact, St-Louis et al. (2016) define pas-
sion as “a strong inclination toward a self-defining cause that 
is loved and valued, and in which people invest a significant 
amount of time and energy” (p. 263). According to Judge 
and Kammeyer-Mueller (2012), persistence and goal attain-
ment are characteristics of ambitious individuals. In fact, 
ambition involves strong commitment to one’s own goals 
and determination to reach them, which means that people 
will actively implement a series of action to gain those ends 
(Pettigrove, 2007). It therefore seems logical that ambition 
is related to passion, which concerns the way one pursues 
goals to which they are highly committed. However, there 
are different types of passion.

The dualistic model of passion

Vallerand et al. (2003) identified two distinct kinds of pas-
sion: harmonious passion and obsessive passion, which dif-
fer in the way the passionate activity is integrated in one’s 
life. Specifically, obsessive passion refers to that which con-
sumes one’s complete attention and energy, overwhelming 
other spheres of life. This label might easily be applied to 
Madame Curie, one of the greatest scientists of all time, 
who lived “in a world quite removed from human beings” 
(Goldsmith, 2005, pp. 59–60). In contrast, harmonious pas-
sion refers to that which is important, but not singularly 
important such that it cannot exist simultaneously with 
other parts of one’s identity (Vallerand et al., 2003). Thus, 
this is the case in which one perceives the activity as an 
important aspect of the self, living in harmony with other life 
domains (Vallerand, 2010). In fact, harmoniously passionate 
individuals have control over the beloved activity, and they 
freely decide when to undertake it (Bélanger et al., 2013). 
Serena Williams, as a fashion designer and mother in addi-
tion to a tennis player, is perhaps a better example of har-
monious passion. Importantly, as is exemplified by Serena 
Williams, great success is not limited to those who engage 
in extremism in order to pursue their goals. In fact, studies 
have found that harmonious passion is more consistently 

linked to performance success than obsessive passion, per-
haps because such performance success as a result of the 
deliberate practice predicted by obsessive passion is cur-
tailed by the accompanying stress, which is not associated 
with harmonious passion (Vallerand et al., 2008).

Obsessive passion

Obsessive passion, unlike harmonious passion, is associ-
ated with goal conflicts, thereby leading to suppression of 
alternative goals that are unrelated to the object of one’s 
obsessive passion (Bélanger et al., 2013). In this way, obses-
sive passion is related to the motivational imbalance theory 
of extremism, wherein the need for significance overrides 
alternative needs, including those related to self-preservation 
(Kruglanski et al., 2021). Obsessive passion can be related 
to the need for significance. Lafreniére et al. (2011) found 
that individuals who are low on implicit self-esteem, and 
hence, have low significance and tend toward defensiveness, 
experience higher levels of obsessive passion.

The significance quest theory holds that “In case a given 
behavior failed to result in gratifying the need for signifi-
cance, other equifinal behaviors will be undertaken for that 
purpose” (Kruglanski et al., 2022). Similarly, obsessive 
passion may also have a counter final facet, presenting as 
a compensatory strategy in reaction to unsatisfied needs in 
realms outside the source of passion (Lalande et al., 2017). 
In this view, obsessively passionate people may not neces-
sarily ignore all other aspects of their life in favor of the 
object of their passion, but rather may obsessively pursue 
that object of their passion because they have not been able 
to attain significance in other areas of life in ways that are 
consistent with their culture’s norms and values. Obsessive 
passion may therefore be a result of lost significance, which 
can also be an antecedent for extremism.

Ambition, the quest for significance, 
and obsessive passion

As the foregoing section suggests, lost significance can 
situationally activate obsessive passion. Of course, loss (or 
threatened loss) of significance is one of two key activating 
factors for the significance quest, alongside the opportunity 
for significance gain. Recall from the opening section of 
this article that ambition, too, is closely related to the quest 
for significance. If ambition is a type of significance quest 
aimed at becoming respected for one’s greatness and suc-
cess, it stands to reason that ambition may also be predictive 
of obsessive passion. As previously noted, however, there is 
no reason to believe that ambition would not also be predic-
tive of harmonious passion. What, then, is the difference 
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between Marie Curie, who suffered bouts of depression and 
eventually died of aplastic anemia from radiation exposure 
due to the amount of time she spent in her lab, and Serena 
Williams, who has appeared to achieve great social signifi-
cance without sacrificing her family and other interests? 
Both were/are ambitious; both were/are passionate about 
what they did/do. The former exhibited extremism; the latter 
does not. Perhaps extremism, therefore, depends not only on 
ambition to achieve greatness (i.e., significance), but also on 
an obsessive passion for the area in which the person desires 
to achieve greatness.

The present research

Based on the literature reviewed above, in the present 
research we will test the hypothesis that ambition can lead 
to extremism—whether prosocial or antisocial—through 
obsessive passion but not through harmonious passion. We 
propose that ambition, as a specific type of significance 
quest, can lead to extremism, just as the quest for signifi-
cance can result in extremism. Moreover, we posit that the 
relationship between ambition and extremism is mediated by 
obsessive passion. We hold that ambition can result in indi-
viduals pursuing their goals in harmonious and obsessive 
ways, but that only obsessive passion predicts extremism.

We carried out two studies to investigate the mediating 
role of the two different types of passion between ambi-
tion and extremism. In Study 1, we used an Italian sample 
to test the hypothesis that ambitious individuals are prone 
to extremism through obsessive, but not harmonious, pas-
sion. In Study 2, we tested the same mediation model in an 
American sample.

Study 1

Method

Procedures, design and participants

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Depart-
ment of Developmental and Social Psychology at Sapienza 
University of Rome (protocol 808). We decided to recruit 
249 Italian adults (55.4 percent male) aged 18 to 50 years 
old (M = 27.19, SD = 7.34) to take part in a correlational 
study. We included only participants aged between 18 and 
50 years old because we decided to focus on the adult pop-
ulation. However, we wanted to avoid high variability in 
relation to age. Thus, we recruited participants only up to 
50 years old. In the sample, 49 percent participants had a 
higher education, 42.2 percent had a bachelor’s degree, and 
5.6 percent had a PhD degree. Participants were recruited 

online through a paid procedure provided by Prolific. After 
giving their informed consent, each participant filled out an 
online questionnaire through Qualtrics aimed at assessing 
ambition, passion, and extremism.

Measures

Ambition

Individuals’ ambition was assessed through the Ambition 
Scale (Resta & Pierro, 2021). Participants were asked to 
indicate their agreement with statements regarding personal 
goals and several characteristics of ambitious individuals 
like aiming at success or recognition and respect from oth-
ers (10 items, e.g., “One of my goals is doing something 
that leaves a mark”). Items were rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale (1 = “Definitely disagree”; 5 = “Definitely agree”) and 
were averaged to form a single ambition score (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.89). Moreover, results from the CFA showed 
satisfactory fit to the data [χ2(35) = 163.88, p < 0.001, 
CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.12, SRMR = 0.06], with all factor 
loadings over 0.41. Even if RMSEA exceeded the recom-
mended cutoff of 0.08 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003), we 
reached an acceptable fit in the other two indexes. According 
to the two-index strategy for model fit assessment (Hu & 
Bentler, 1998), to determine model fit we need SRMR along 
with another index (TLI, BL89, RNI, CFI, Gamma, Mc, or 
RMSEA). Thus, considering parameters of CFI (> 0.90) and 
SRMR (< 0.10), we gained satisfactory fit to the data. The 
items of the Italian version of the Ambition Scale can be 
found in Appendix A.

Passion

Harmonious and obsessive passion were assessed using 
the Italian version of the Passion Scale, adapted from the 
work of Marsh et al. (2013). Participants were asked to list 
an activity very important to them and, subsequently, to 
indicate their agreement with 12 statements while thinking 
about this activity. The items aimed to assess harmonious 
passion (6 items, e.g., “This activity is in harmony with the 
other activities in my life”), and obsessive passion (6 items, 
e.g., “I have difficulties controlling my urge to engage in this 
activity”). Answers were provided through a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = “Totally disagree”; 7 = “Totally agree”) and were 
averaged to form a single harmonious passion score (Cron-
bach’s alpha = 0.68) and a single obsessive passion score 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83).

Extremism

The proneness to extremism was assessed through an 
adjusted version of the Extremism Scale (Szumowska, 
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2020). The original version of the Extremism Scale was in 
English; thus, we translated the Extremism Scale in Italian 
under the supervision of a bilingual collaborator. Partici-
pants were asked to indicate the extent to which their life 
was dominated by one main goal (12 items, e.g., “I usually 
invest all of my time and energy into the one thing that mat-
ters to me the most”). Items were rated on a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = “Definitely disagree”; 7 = “Definitely agree”) and 
were averaged to form a single extremism score (Cron-
bach’s alpha = 0.95). Moreover, results from the CFA 
showed good fit to the data [χ2(54) = 270.67, p < 0.001, 
CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.12, SRMR = 0.05], with all factor 
loadings over 0.65. RMSEA exceeded the recommended 
cutoff of 0.08 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). However, 
we reached an acceptable fit in CFI (> 0.90) and SRMR 
(< 0.10). Thus, overall, the results from the CFA showed a 
satisfactory fit to the data (Hu & Bentler, 1998). The items 
of the Italian version of the Extremism Scale can be found 
in Appendix B.

Analysis strategy

To determine the minimum sample size for the mediation 
model, we used the online tool “Monte Carlo Power Analy-
sis for Indirect Effects” by Schoemann, Boulton, and Short 
(2017). Assuming medium effect sizes, the confidence level 
set at 95 percent, and power set at 0.80, 5000 Monte Carlo 
simulations suggested a sample of 207 to detect the first 
indirect effect of ambition on extremism through obsessive 

passion and 212 to detect the second indirect effect of ambi-
tion on extremism through harmonious passion.

The analyses were conducted using SPSS Statistic ver-
sion 25.0. To test the mediation model, we used PROCESS 
v3.5, Model 4 (Hayes, 2018) and bias corrected confidence 
intervals were obtained with 5000 bootstrap samples.

Furthermore, we tested the invariance of the mediation 
model across gender and countries using the package pathj 
for Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in jamovi Ver-
sion 1.8. Particularly, we used multi-group path analyses 
to test whether the effects found in the mediation model 
were the same when comparing males with females and 
Italian with American participants. We ran the multi-
group analyses setting equality constraints on the indirect 
effect of ambition on extremism through both obsessive 
and harmonious passion and on the direct effect of ambi-
tion on extremism.

Results

The present study investigates the hypothesis that ambi-
tion can lead to extremism through obsessive passion and 
not through harmonious passion. Table 1 shows types of 
passionate activity listed in the Passion Scale and the per-
centage of participants engaged in each one. Correlations 
between variables are presented in Table 2. As expected, 
we found a positive correlation between ambition and both 
harmonious and obsessive passion and between ambition 

Table 1  Types of passionate activity listed in the Passion Scale and the percentage of participants engaging in each one (Study 1)

Passionate activity Examples of activity % of Participants

Hobby Listening to music, cooking, watching films/TV series 52.2
Sport Basketball, cycling, running 16.5
Job Business, Psychologist, Doctor 10.4
Education Studying 9.6
Interpersonal relationship Spending time with partner/family/friends, volunteering 7.2
Culture Going to the theatre, reding poems, visiting museums 2.4
Life goal Working on oneself, upholding human rights, acquiring new skills 1.6
Total 100

Table 2  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations between 
ambition, obsessive and 
harmonious passion, and 
extremism (Study 1; N = 249)

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01

M (SD) Correlations

Ambition Obsessive Passion Harmonious 
Passion

Extremism

Ambition 3.23 (0.84) –
Obsessive Passion 3.88 (1.46) 0.14* –
Harmonious Passion 5.23 (0.93) 0.22** 0.27** –
Extremism 3.33 (1.44) 0.33** 0.51** 0.04 –
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and extremism. Moreover, obsessive passion was highly 
and positively correlated to extremism while harmonious 
passion was not correlated with extremism, consistent with 
the literature (Lafrenière et al., 2009).

As can be seen in Fig. 1, the results of the media-
tion model showed that ambition positively predicted 
obsessive passion [b = 0.25, SE  = 0.11, t  = 2.24, 
p = 0.03, (95% CI  =  0.03, 0.46)], which, in turn, 
positively predicted extremism [b = 0.50, SE = 0.05, 
t = 9.48, p < 0.001, (95% CI = 0.40, 0.61)]. Ambition 
also positively predicted harmonious passion [b = 0.24, 
SE  = 0.07, t  = 3.46, p  < 0.001, (95% CI  =  0.10, 
0.37)], which, in turn, negatively predicted extrem-
ism [b = − 0.24, SE = 0.08, t = − 2.87, p = 0.005, (95% 
CI = − 0.41, − 0.08)].

Moreover, we found a significant and positive indirect 
effect of ambition on extremism via obsessive passion 
[Effect = 0.12, SE = 0.06, (95% CI = 0.01, 0.24)] and a sig-
nificant and negative indirect effect of ambition on extrem-
ism via harmonious passion [Effect = − 0.06, SE = 0.03, 
(95% CI = − 0.13, − 0.01)]. The results of the pairwise 
contrast of the indirect effects showed that the specific 
indirect effect through obsessive passion was larger than 
the specific indirect effect through harmonious passion, 
with a 95% CI of 0.05 to 0.31. The results also showed a 
significant positive direct effect of ambition on extremism. 
Controlling for age and gender did not change the pattern 
of results.

Given the correlational nature of the data, we tested an 
alternative model in which obsessive passion predicted 
ambition, which, in turn, predicted extremism. To test 
the alternative model, we used PROCESS v3.5, Model 4 
(Hayes, 2018). Particularly, we ran the mediation model 

using obsessive passion as independent variable, ambi-
tion as mediator, extremism as dependent variable and 
harmonious passion as covariate. As expected, the results 
showed no significant indirect effect of obsessive passion on 
extremism through ambition [Effect = 0.03, SE = 0.02, (95% 
CI = − 0.01, 0.07)].

Discussion

In the first study, we aimed to investigate the relationship 
between ambition and extremism, and, more specifically, 
the mediating role of passion in this relationship. Based 
on the suggestion that ambition constitutes a version of 
quest for significance and given the established relationship 
between significance quest and extremism, we hypothe-
sized that ambition could similarly lead to extremism. Par-
ticularly, we wanted to demonstrate that ambitious indi-
viduals are more prone to extremism via obsessive passion, 
and not via harmonious passion. The results obtained in 
Study 1 supported our hypothesis. Specifically, we found 
that ambitious individuals are prone to engage in their 
activities both in an obsessive and harmonious way. How-
ever, only obsessive passion led to greater proneness to 
extremism. Harmonious passion, indeed, negatively pre-
dicted extremism.

Our results suggest that ambitious individuals are prone to 
develop both obsessive and harmonious passion toward activi-
ties to which they are strongly committed. However, only when 
ambition is funneled into obsessive passion, then individuals 
are prone to extremism. In fact, when ambitious individuals 
develop a harmonious passion, they are less prone to engage in 
extremism. Thus, identifying which kind of passion character-
izes an ambitious person could be a key factor in predicting the 

Ambition 

Obsessive 

Passion 

Harmonious 

Passion 

Extremism 

b = .24*** 

b = .25* b = .50*** 

b = -.24** 

b = .50*** (.57***) 

Fig. 1  Coefficients representing effects of ambition on passion and extremism. The total effect of ambition is included in parenthesis (Study 1; 
N = 249). *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001
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occurrence of extremism. We also found a noticeable differ-
ence between indirect effects, suggesting that obsessive pas-
sion had a greater impact than harmonious passion in mediat-
ing the relationship between ambition and extremism. Finally, 
we found a direct effect of ambition on extremism. Thus, it is 
important to bear in mind that it is not only passion that has 
an influence on extremism. Indeed, ambitious individuals can 
directly engage in extremism, independently of the kind of 
passion they exhibit.

These results are consistent with literature on passion (e.g., 
Bélanger et al., 2013) and seem to be the first evidence that 
ambition, like the quest for significance more broadly, is asso-
ciated with extremism. Additionally, our findings contribute to 
the existing knowledge about the dynamics and consequences 
of ambition.

Due to the correlational nature of the data, we were not 
able to draw causal inferences. Thus, we tested the alterna-
tive model in which obsessive passion was the independent 
variable and ambition was the mediator. The results showed 
that the indirect effect of obsessive passion on extremism 
via ambition, controlling for harmonious passion, was not 
significant, thus corroborating our hypotheses. In order to 
replicate our results in a different sample, we conducted a 
second study.

Study 2

The results of Study 1 were consistent with our hypothesis, 
and we conducted a second study to bolster our hypothesis 
and generalize our findings. In Study 2, we tested the same 
mediation model in a different population. Our aim was to 
replicate the results obtained in Study 1 through samples 
of different nationality. We used the same analysis strategy 
employed in Study 1.

Method

Procedures, design and participants

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of 
Department of Developmental and Social Psychology at 
Sapienza University of Rome. As in Study 1, we decided to 
recruit only participants aged between 18 and 50 years old 
in order to avoid high variability in relation to age. Three 
hundred American adults (55.7 percent male;  Mage = 31.29, 
 SDage = 8.47) were recruited online though paid proce-
dure, provided by Prolific, to take part in a correlational 
study. In the sample, 17 percent of the participants had 
a higher education, 32.3 percent had a bachelor’s degree 
and 4.7 percent had a PhD degree. After giving informed 
consent, each participant filled out an online questionnaire 

through Qualtrics aimed at assessing ambition, passion, 
and extremism.

Measures

Ambition, passion, and extremism

Participants responded to the English version of the Ambi-
tion Scale (Resta & Pierro, 2021), employed in the first 
study. Since the original version of the Ambition Scale 
was in Italian, we translated it in English under the super-
vision of a bilingual collaborator. In the present sample, 
the Ambition Scale showed an excellent reliability (Cron-
bach’s alpha = 0.91) and results from the CFA showed 
good fit to the data [χ2(35) = 186.19, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.96, 
RMSEA = 0.12, SRMR = 0.056], with all factor loadings 
over 0.64. As in Study 1, RMSEA exceeded the recom-
mended cutoff of 0.08 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). 
However, we reached an acceptable fit in CFI (> 0.90) and 
SRMR (< 0.10). Thus, results from the CFA showed a sat-
isfactory fit to the data (Hu & Bentler, 1998). Subsequently, 
participants responded to the English version of the Pas-
sion Scale (Marsh et al., 2013) that was used in Study 1. 
The harmonious passion score showed a good reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83); as did the obsessive passion score 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84). Finally, participants filled out 
the Extremism Scale (Szumowska, 2020), employed in the 
Study 1, which showed an excellent reliability (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.94). Additionally, results from the CFA showed 
satisfactory fit to the data [χ2(54) = 242.05, p < 0.001, 
CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.11, SRMR = 0.05], with all fac-
tor loadings over 0.58. As in Study 1, RMSEA exceeded 
the recommended cutoff of 0.08 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 
2003). However, acceptable fit was reached in CFI (> 0.90) 
and SRMR (< 0.10). Thus, results from the CFA showed a 
satisfactory fit to the data (Hu & Bentler, 1998). The items of 
English version of the Ambition Scale and Extremism Scale 
can be found respectively in Appendix C and Appendix D.

Results

As in Study 1, our aim was to demonstrate that ambition 
can lead to extremism through obsessive passion and not 
through harmonious passion. Table 3 shows types of pas-
sionate activity listed in the Passion Scale and the percentage 
of participants engaged in each one. Correlations between 
variables are presented in Table 4. Ambition was positively 
correlated with both harmonious and obsessive passion and 
with extremism. Furthermore, obsessive passion was highly 
and positively correlated with extremism while harmonious 
passion was not correlated with extremism, confirming the 
results we found in Study 1.
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As with the first study, the results of the mediation model 
showed that ambition positively predicted both obsessive 
[b = 0.44, SE = 0.09, t = 4.59, p < 0.001, (95% CI = 0.25, 
0.62)] and harmonious passion [b = 0.49, SE = 0.06, t = 7.61, 
p < 0.001, (95% CI = 0.36, 0.61)]. Obsessive passion, in 
turn, positively predicted extremism [b = 0.40, SE = 0.05, 
t = 8.42, p < 0.001, (95% CI = 0.31, 0.49)]. Unlike in Study 
1, however, in Study 2, although harmonious passion nega-
tively predicted extremism, this relationship was not sig-
nificant [b = − 0.07, SE = 0.07, t = − 1.03, p = 0.3039, (95% 
CI = − 0.21, 0.07)], (see Fig. 2).

Moreover, we found a significant and positive indirect 
effect of ambition on extremism via obsessive passion 
(Effect = 0.17, SE = 0.05, [95% CI = 0.09, 0.28]). We did not 
find an indirect effect of ambition on extremism via harmo-
nious passion [Effect = − 0.04, SE = 0.04, (95% CI = − 0.11, 
0.03)]. The results of the pairwise contrast of the indirect 
effects showed a significant difference between the indirect 
effects, thus supporting the results obtained in Study 1. In 
particular, the specific indirect effect through obsessive pas-
sion was larger than the specific indirect effect through har-
monious passion with a 95% CI of 0.10 to 0.34. The results 
also showed a significant positive direct effect of ambition 
on extremism. Controlling for age and gender did not change 
the pattern of results.

As in Study 1, we tested the alternative model in 
which obsessive passion predicted ambition, which, in 

turn, predicted extremism, while controlling for harmo-
nious passion. The results showed a significant indirect 
effect of obsessive passion on extremism via ambition 
[Effect = 0.05, SE = 0.02, (95% CI = 0.02, 0.09)].

Multi-Group Path Analyses Restricting the param-
eters of the mediation model to be equal across the two 
countries did not result in a significantly worse fit than 
if parameters were allowed to vary freely (χ2(3) = 0.974, 
p = 0.807), indicating that the effects were equal across 
countries. Similarly, restricting the parameters of the 
mediation model to be equal across gender did not result 
in a significantly worse fit than if parameters were 
allowed to vary freely (χ2(3) = 6.77, p = 0.080), thus, 
indicating that the effects were equal across gender too.

Discussion

The results obtained in Study 2 generally supported those 
found in Study 1, with a sample of different nationality. 
As in the first study, we found that ambition positively 
predicted both obsessive and harmonious passion, thus 
supporting the idea that ambitious people are prone to 
engage in their activities both in an obsessive and harmo-
nious fashion. Additionally, we confirmed that ambition 
leads to extremism through obsessive passion. However, 
in Study 2, we did not find a mediating role of harmonious 

Table 3  Types of passionate activity listed in the Passion Scale and the percentage of participants engaging in each one (Study 2)

Passionate activity Examples of activity % of Participants

Hobby Listening to music, cooking, watching films/TV series 54
Sport Basketball, cycling, running 20.3
Interpersonal relationship Spending time with partner/family/friends, volunteering 11
Job Business, Psychologist, Doctor 5.3
Life goal Working on oneself, upholding human rights, acquiring new skills 3
Education Studying 2.3
Culture Going to the theatre, reding poems, visiting museums 2
Other 2
Total 100

Table 4  Descriptive statistics 
and correlations between 
ambition, obsessive and 
harmonious passion, and 
extremism (Study 2; N = 300)

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01

M (SD) Correlations

Ambition Obsessive Passion Harmonious 
Passion

Extremism

Ambition 3.51 (0.83) –
Obsessive passion 3.85 (1.40) 0.26** –
Harmonious passion 5.40 (0.10) 0.40** 0.12* –
Extremism 3.96 (1.33) 0.36** 0.49** 0.11 –
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passion. Although the relationship between harmonious 
passion and extremism was not significant, the effect was 
negative. Thus, both studies obtained results in the same 
direction regarding the relationship between harmonious 
passion and extremism, though the relationship was sig-
nificant only in Study 1. Furthermore, in both studies, we 
found a noticeable difference between the indirect effects 
of obsessive and harmonious passion in the relationship 
between ambition and extremism, bolstering the evidence 
that obsessive passion had a greater impact than harmoni-
ous passion in the mediation model. Finally, in the sec-
ond study we confirmed that ambition has a direct effect 
on extremism, suggesting that ambitious individuals can 
directly engage in extremism.

As in Study 1, the correlational nature of the data did 
not allow us to draw causal inferences. When testing the 
alternative model, we found a significant indirect effect 
of obsessive passion on extremism via ambition. How-
ever, the effect size of the indirect effect is considerably 
smaller than the indirect effect of ambition on extremism 
via obsessive passion. Thus, we can reasonably sustain 
that the model we hypothesized resulted in a better fit 
with the data.

General discussion

In both of the studies described in this article, we found 
support for our hypothesis that ambition can lead to 
extremism through obsessive passion. Specifically, Study 
1 and Study 2, which utilized samples of Italian and 
American adults, respectively, demonstrated that ambi-
tion is positively related to both obsessive and harmonious 

passion, a result consistent with prior literature suggesting 
that ambition involves commitment to one’s own goals and 
persistence in different realms (e.g., Judge & Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012). Thus, ambitious individuals are prone to 
engage in activities they love, in both an obsessive and 
harmonious fashion. In both studies, we found that obses-
sive passion significantly positively predicted extremism. 
We also found that harmonious passion was negatively 
related to extremism, although this relationship was sig-
nificant only in Study 1. However, when testing the model 
invariance, we found that the indirect effect of ambition 
on extremism through harmonious passion was the same 
across countries (thus, across the two studies).

Therefore, when ambitious individuals are characterized 
by an obsessive passion, they are more inclined to extrem-
ism; whereas, when they are characterized by a harmonious 
passion, they are less inclined to extremism. These results 
are consistent with studies which found that obsessively 
passionate dancers were more likely to return to dancing 
before fully recovering from injuries (Rip et al., 2006) and 
that obsessively passionate workers were more likely to 
exhibit workaholism (Dalla Rosa & Vianello, 2020). The 
results are also consistent with findings that harmonious 
passion negatively predicts engagement in radical networks 
(Bélanger et al., 2020). Moreover, a test of model invari-
ance across countries and gender showed that the effects of 
the mediation model were the same when comparing males 
with females and Italians with Americans.

The results of these two studies provide an impor-
tant link in the chain between ambition and extremism. 
Ambition and passion together do not necessarily lead 
to extremism. Rather, it is only when ambition is coupled 
with obsessive passion, and not with harmonious passion, 

Ambition 

Obsessive 

Passion 

Harmonious 

Passion 

b = .49*** 

b = .44*** 
b = .40*** 

b = -.07 

b = .43*** (.57***) 

Extremism 

Fig. 2  Coefficients representing effects of ambition on passion and extremism. The total effect of ambition is included in parenthesis (Study 2; 
N = 300). *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001
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that the individual sets aside all else in order to pursue the 
object of their passion and attain great significance. It is 
notable that the direct effect of ambition on extremism was 
also significant, in addition to the indirect effect of ambi-
tion on extremism via obsessive passion. Given that ambi-
tion is conceptually close to the quest for significance, this 
result is unsurprising. The addition of obsessive passion 
into the model illuminates the path by which ambition and 
passion can together become maladaptive. However, the 
addition of harmonious passion into the model illuminates 
the way that ambitious and passionate people can pursue 
their goals without sliding into extremism and sacrificing 
their other needs, goals, and facets of their identities. The 
mediation models presented in this article demonstrate that 
ambitious people, generally, are prone to extremism, but 
also that the relationship between ambition and extremism 
is mediated by obsessive, not harmonious, passion. That is, 
ambitious people are likely to be passionate about pursu-
ing their goals, but it is only when they pursue their goals 
obsessively, at the expense of all other needs, that they 
engage in extremism. When ambitious people passionately 
pursue their goals while also attending to their other needs, 
they are less likely to engage in extremism.

The primary limitation of this study is that our mediational 
model was tested using correlational data; thus, we cannot 
draw causal inferences. However, in both studies we tested 
the alternative model in which obsessive passion was the 
independent variable and ambition was the mediator. In Study 
1, the results showed a small and non-significant indirect 
effect of obsessive passion on extremism via ambition. On 
the other hand, in Study 2, we found a significant—though 
small—indirect effect of obsessive passion on extremism 
via ambition. Overall, those findings confirm that the model 
we hypothesized resulted in a better interpretation of data 
in both studies. Moreover, the paths between obsessive and 
harmonious passion and extremism have both been demon-
strated in experimental designs (Bélanger et al., 2019, 2020). 
The second limitation of this study concerns the fact that the 
results come from a cross-sectional study, so they could have 
been affected by common method/sources bias. Future stud-
ies should experimentally explore the relationships between 
ambition and obsessive and harmonious passion, as well as 
the relationship between ambition and extremism.

The theoretical and practical implications of this study 
are plentiful. First, this study supports the Significance 
Quest Theory in demonstrating that ambition, as the desire 
to be recognized and respected, can be conceived as a 
type of significance quest, as the two may be similarly 
operationalized and can both result in extremism. Next, 
the study provides new findings to the existing literature 
on ambition, which has largely focused on workplace and 
organizational contexts, and less so on individual out-
comes in other settings. Moreover, it is notable that the 

measure of extremism employed in this study assessed 
extremism in general. Particularly, extremism is conceived 
as an enduring imbalance between needs. The measure we 
used assessed how many emotional, motivational, cogni-
tive, and behavioral resources are devoted towards one 
main goal, in spite of other goals. Thus, future studies 
could explore extremism, as a consequence of ambition, 
in more specific contexts. Similarly, we explored the rela-
tionship between passion and ambition in general, rather 
than within specific contexts. Some previous research has 
found that one’s needs, such as the need for significance, 
are predictive of obsessive passion only if they occur out-
side of the activity about which the individual is passion-
ate (Lalande et al., 2017), and the present research did 
not specify such contexts. Future studies should therefore 
examine ambition and passion, in addition to extremism, 
in specific contexts. Practically, as mentioned previously, 
these studies demonstrate that efforts to prevent extremism 
may focus on promoting harmonious rather than obses-
sive passion, especially in ambitious people. However, it 
is critical to note that the studies also found a direct effect 
of ambition on extremism, a result that is likely closely 
interwoven with the quest for significance. Therefore, 
efforts to prevent extremism must also keep in mind that 
ambitious individuals, like those high on the quest for sig-
nificance, may be prone to extremism, which can be (but 
need not be) antisocial and violent. Moreover, the strong 
direct effect of ambition on extremism, obtained in both 
studies, suggests that some other crucial variables could 
explain how ambitious individuals engage in extremism. 
For instance, we can conceive that ambition leads individ-
uals to perceive difficult tasks as important and feasible to 
accomplish. This perception could, in turn, motivate them 
to devote emotional, motivational, cognitive, and behav-
ioral resources towards a given difficult at the expense of 
other concerns, thus leading to extremism. Future studies 
should explore this and other possible mediators of the 
relationship between ambition and extremism.

Conclusion

The present research aimed to enrich knowledge regard-
ing ambition and particularly, to investigate the relation-
ship between ambition and extremism. We tested a parallel 
mediation model, with the hypothesis that ambition leads 
to extremism through obsessive and not harmonious pas-
sion. Across two studies, we found support for our predic-
tions. Those findings shed new light on the dynamics of 
ambition, suggesting a possible mechanism for preventing 
extremism in ambitious individuals, and paving the way 
for the exploration of other possible consequences of this 
construct.
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Appendix A: The Ambition Scale (Italian 
version)

Indichi il Suo grado di accordo per ciascuna delle seguenti 
affermazioni usando la scala che segue:

1 = Completamente in disaccordo—5 = Completamente 
d’accordo.

Items

1 Sono ambizioso 1 2 3 4 5
2 Fare qualcosa che lasci 

un segno è un mio 
obiettivo

1 2 3 4 5

3 Aspiro ad avere successo 1 2 3 4 5
4 Miro a fare qualcosa di 

speciale
1 2 3 4 5

5 Non smetto mai di cer-
care di superare i miei 
limiti

1 2 3 4 5

6 Miro sempre più in alto 
di quanto sappia di 
poter fare

1 2 3 4 5

7 Cerco sempre di dis-
tinguermi dagli altri in 
quello che faccio

1 2 3 4 5

8 Aspiro a fare o avere 
qualcosa di invidiabile

1 2 3 4 5

9 Aspiro ad occupare 
posizioni di prestigio e 
responsabilità

1 2 3 4 5

10 Ottenere riconoscimenti, 
considerazione e ris-
petto per quello che fac-
cio è molto importante 
per me

1 2 3 4 5

Appendix B: The Extremism Scale (Italian 
version)

Di seguito Le chiederemo alcune informazioni riguardo ai 
Suoi pensieri, sentimenti e comportamenti nel raggiungi-
mento di obiettivi. Le chiediamo cortesemente di indicare 
per ogni affermazione la risposta che la descrive nel modo 
migliore. Sia onesto nel rispondere, non ci sono risposte 
giuste o sbagliate!

1—Assolutamente in disaccordo 2—In disaccordo 3—
Leggermente in disaccordo 4—Nè d’accordo nè in disac-
cordo 5—Leggermente d’accordo 6—D’accordo 7—Asso-
lutamente d’accordo.

Items

1 Solitamente, la mia vita è dominata da un 
solo obiettivo/desiderio principale

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2 Solitamente investo tutto il mio tempo e 
le mie energie nella sola cosa di cui mi 
importa di più

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3 Spendo la maggior parte del tempo a 
pensare all’obiettivo che per me conta più 
di tutti

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4 Generalmente, la mia felicità dipende 
dall’unica cosa che per me ha più sig-
nificato

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5 Quando mi dedico al raggiungimento di un 
obiettivo, tutto il resto diventa insignifi-
cante

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

6 Solitamente, c’è un solo obiettivo che 
domina la mia mente

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

7 Spesso, tutta la mia vita è condizionata 
dalla cosa che ritengo più importante

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 Quando mi focalizzo sull’obiettivo per me 
più importante, facilmente dimentico le 
altre cose

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

9 C’è solo una cosa nella vita che è in grado 
di rendermi felice

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10 Rimango fedele all’obiettivo che ritengo 
più importante, anche se questo comporta 
sacrificare altri miei obiettivi

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

11 Quando scelgo qualcosa, cerco di ottenerlo 
come se la mia vita dipendesse da questo

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12 Reagisco in modo molto emotivo a tutto 
ciò che riguarda l’obiettivo per me più 
importante

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Appendix C: The Ambition Scale (English 
version)

Please indicate how much you agree with each of the follow-
ing items, using the following scale:

1 = Definitely disagree—5 = Definitely agree.

Items

1 I am ambitious 1 2 3 4 5
2 One of my goals is doing 

something that leaves 
a mark

1 2 3 4 5

3 I aim to succeed 1 2 3 4 5
4 I aspire to do something 

special
1 2 3 4 5

5 I never stop trying to 
overcome my limits

1 2 3 4 5

6 I always aim higher than I 
know I can do

1 2 3 4 5

7 I always try to stand out 
in what I do

1 2 3 4 5



392 Motivation and Emotion (2022) 46:382–393

1 3

Items

8 I aim to do or have some-
thing enviable

1 2 3 4 5

9 I aim to hold positions of 
prestige and responsi-
bility

1 2 3 4 5

10 Attaining recognition, 
respect and consid-
eration for what I do is 
very important to me

1 2 3 4 5

Appendix D: The Extremism Scale (English 
version)

Below, we will ask you about your thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors related to goal pursuit. In each statement, please 
select an answer that describes you best. Be honest—there 
are no right or wrong answers!

1—Definitely disagree 2—Disagree 3—Slightly disagree 
4—Neither agree nor disagree.

5—Slightly agree 6—Agree 7—Definitely Agree.

Items

1 My life is usually 
dominated by one 
main pursuit/desire

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2 I usually invest all of 
my time and energy 
into the one thing 
that matters to me 
the most

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3 I spend most of my 
time thinking about 
the one goal that 
matters to me the 
most

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4 Typically, my happi-
ness depends on the 
one thing that I value 
most

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5 When I devote myself 
to a goal, everything 
else becomes insig-
nificant

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

6 There is usually one 
goal that looms large 
in my mind

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

7 My entire life is often 
subordinated to the 
one thing I find most 
important

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 When I focus on my 
most important goal, 
I easily forget other 
things

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Items

9 There is only one thing 
that can make me 
happy in life

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10 I stay faithful to my 
most important goal, 
even when it requires 
sacrifices to my other 
goals

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

11 When I decide on 
something, I go 
for it like my life 
depended on it

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12 I react very emotion-
ally to anything that 
is related to my most 
important goal

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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