
104 Journal of Psychology and Psychotherapy Research, 2022, 9, 104-115  

 
E-ISSN: 2313-1047/22 

The “Well-Dressed Snake Personality”: An Insight into 
Narcissistic/Psychopathic Personalities 

Laura Orsolini1, Angelica Cicolini1, Virginio Salvi1 and Umberto Volpe1,* 

1Unit of Clinical Psychiatry, Department of Neurosciences/DIMSC, Polytechnic University of Marche, Ancona, 
Italy. 

Abstract: How many kinds of malevolent characters are out there? In line with Paulhus and Williams (2002) the answer 
is three, namely the Dark Triad of Machiavellianism, Narcissism, and Psychopathy. Dark traits (DT) are associated with 
emotional deficits, exploitation, immoral strategic thinking, and risky behaviors. All three traits have been largely 
investigated mainly during the last decades. The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview about the available 
literature regarding the characteristics of personality traits associated with the DT, by focusing on the main 
consequences of the DT from a psychopathological and psychiatric perspective. Studies found a strong association 
between DT traits and several types of negative psychosocial outcomes such as substance use, sexual promiscuity, 
aggression, and crime. Nevertheless, there is specific literature showing the advantages of scoring high DT traits, for 
example the assumption of positions of authority over other people, and the expression of low levels of social anxiety. 
Although the literature mainly focuses on the consequences that DT traits may have for society in general, there is a lack 
of studies investigating the personal repercussions, in the psychopathological and/or psychiatric dimensions in those 
individuals scoring high DT traits. Therefore, further research is needed to clarify how the different personality dark traits 
may interact with each other and modulate not only the individual’s life choices but also how and whether DT traits may 
predispose or not to the onset of a specific psychiatric disorder.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

As stated by Kaufman et al. [1] “we all have, in us, 
both a light and a dark side”. Accordingly, during the 
last decades, many researchers focused on the so-
called “dark traits” as features strictly associated with 
individual’s ethically, morally, and socially aversive 
beliefs and behaviors [2]. One of the most frequently 
investigated personality constructs is represented by 
the famous “Dark Triad” characterized by the following 
three core personality features: i.e. Machiavellianism, 
Narcissism and Psychopathy [3]. These traits are 
associated with a selfish, aggressive and exploitative 
interpersonal strategy [4]. For many years, dark traits 
have been only considered as maladaptive personality 
traits by many psychologists, being associated with 
undesirable consequences in personal, social and 
professional life, such as uncertainty of interpersonal 
relationships, problems with the justice or punishments 
[5]. However, some studies also focused on the 
benefits and advantages of these personality traits, 
such as obtaining immediate rewards, pleasures and a 
more successful professional life [4-7].  

Therefore, the main purpose of the present 
narrative review is: a) describing the “Dark Triad” and  
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its conceptual evolution, as well as the new concept of 
the so-called ‘Dark Tetrad’; b) investigating the main 
characteristics of personality traits associated with the 
Dark Triad and Tetrad; c) evaluating the main 
consequences of these personality traits from a 
psychopathological and psychiatric perspective. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

We carried out a narrative review by searching 
through PubMed/Medline using the following keyterms: 
“Dark Triad” [Title/Abstract] AND “Dark Tetrad” 
[Title/Abstract]. The search strategy initially found 298 
relevant papers. Two authors screened all relevant 
papers according to the main abovementioned 
objectives of the present narrative review, taking into 
account a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria. All full-
text English written papers (including cohort studies, 
RCTs, meta-analyses, systematic reviews) describing 
the dark triad and dark tetrad, investigating the main 
characteristics of personality and/or psychopathological 
features associated with the dark triad and/or dark 
tetrad were screened. Furthermore, all relevant 
references of each retrieved articles were screened for 
the review. Conference abstracts, case reports and/or 
case series, and editorials were excluded. All papers 
published between January 2009 and March 2022 
were included.  
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3. RESULTS 
3.1. The Dark Triad of Personality and Its Evolution 

The concept of the “Dark Triad of personality” (DT) 
was firstly introduced by Paulhus and Williams, for 
indicating three distinct but related sub-clinical 
personality traits: Machiavellianism, Narcissism and 
Psychopathy [3]. These personality traits share a set of 
core behaviors which include a callous-manipulation, 
aggression and violence, strong motives for self-
enhancement, counterproductive and coercive 
behaviors in the workplace, a heartless “love style” 
characterized by high levels of infidelity, and the 
preference for “one-night stands” and “friends-with 
benefits” [3, 8-11].  

However, despite the overlap between these traits, 
each trait appears to have its own peculiarities. For 
example, psychopathy is more related to higher levels 
of aggressiveness and impulsivity, dishonesty and a 
drive towards antisocial behavior [12, 13]. 
Machiavellianism is more associated with manipulation 
and insincerity [3, 14]. While narcissism is much more 
characterized by dominance, feeling of superiority and 
egocentric attitude [3]. Among these undesirable 
outcomes, researchers have also found emotional 
deficits such as anxiety or low empathy associated with 
the three DT traits [15-17] as well as difficulty in 
regulating mood and depressive symptoms [18]. 

However, most of the research on DT focused on 
the negative consequences that these traits may have 
for the society, in general, while little importance has 
been assigned to the negative emotional 
consequences that individuals with high DT may suffer 
[13, 18]. Recently, scholars have added to the original 
Paulhus and Williams’ construct, the fourth trait of 
everyday sadism, so that the ‘Dark Triad’ personality 
becomes the ‘Dark Tetrad’ [19]. Everyday sadism 
mainly refers to individuals who have dispositional 
tendencies to develop fantasies about, watch or directly 
inflict psychological and/or physical pain and 
humiliation to others, whilst taking pleasure from their 
suffering [20-21].  

Under particular circumstances, traits associated 
with the Dark Tetrad may be adaptive. In fact, 
psychopathic traits can facilitate guilt-free executive 
decision-making by practitioners such as lawyers, 
businessmen and politicians [22]. Machiavellians may 
be functional in complex social groups, by guiding the 
individual to serve as leaders, by involving as well as 
motivating others if they see a definite strategic profit to 
themselves [23]. Narcissism may help in resisting to 

negative feedbacks and maintaining positive self-
beliefs in the face of unexpectedly low performance 
[24]. While everyday sadism may reflect the 
satisfaction of achieving dominance and may represent 
an adaptation mechanism [25].  

3.1.1. Machiavellianism 

The term Machiavellianism derives from Niccolò 
Machiavelli, a 16th century Florentine writer, historian, 
and politician, who wrote “The Prince”, a theoretical 
discussion on accumulating and exercising political 
power [8]. In his famous critical essay, Machiavelli 
remarked the importance of pragmatism, emotional 
distance, and manipulative influence tactics to achieve 
and maintain political power [23]. Almost 500 years 
later, Machiavelli’s book became the base for academic 
research on the concept of Machiavellianism [26], a 
personality profile defined by four constants traits: the 
inclination to ignore ethical standards in service of self-
oriented outcomes (amoral manipulation), a cynical 
outlook on the motivations and intentions of others 
(distrust of others), a necessity to dominate 
interpersonal situations and minimize the capacities of 
others (desire for control), and a strong aspiration to 
acquire extrinsic indicators of career success (desire 
for status) [27, 28].  

Machiavellian policies are justified by their efficacy 
with the famous expression “the end justifies the 
means” [29]. Given these inclinations, it is generally 
accepted that Machiavellians will inevitably carry on 
their own selfish interests at the expense of others and 
the organizations in which they reside [27]. However, 
Machiavellianism should be always considered as a 
quantitative trait. In fact, everyone may be potentially 
capable of manipulative behaviors, but some are more 
inclined and able to do it compared to others [30].  

3.1.2. Psychopathy 

“Psychopath” is a term used by the layperson to 
relate to a large variety of people, from criminals to 
businessmen who privileges profits over ethics, but the 
fundamental principle is that psychopaths cause 
damage to everyone [31]. Psychopathy has been also 
defined as a “pathological condition consisting of 
enduring deviant behavior in combination with 
emotional detachment” [32]. In fact, research linked 
psychopathy to emotional deficits, such as a deficiency 
of impulse control [33], low empathy [34], and deficits in 
moral expressions [35]. It is important to underline that 
despite the constructs of psychopathy and antisocial 
personality disorder have often been used indifferently, 
they are not equivalent [32]. While the antisocial 
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disorder only comprises a part of psychopathy, the 
psychopathy is also characterized by alterations in the 
emotional and affective sphere [17]. People with 
psychopathic traits have deficits in the capacity to 
identify and understand the emotions of others [36], 
especially show impairments in recognizing sad and 
fearful facial expressions [37]. In addiction, they have 
deficits in moral emotions such as indifference to 
situations that create feelings of shame and discomfort 
[38].  

In order to reconcile different historical conceptions 
of psychopathy, the Triarchic Model was developed by 
Patrick and Drislane [39], which proposes that 
psychopathy should incorporate three distinct but 
intersecting symptomatic and phenotypic concepts (i.e., 
disinhibition, boldness, and meanness) [39]. 
Disinhibition implicates impulsiveness, hostility, 
suspicion, and difficulties in regulating emotion. The 
boldness indicates the tendency toward confidence and 
social assertiveness, emotional resilience, and 
audaciousness [39]. Meanness implies a deficient 
empathy, lack of affective capacity, contempt toward 
others, predatory exploitation, and empowerment 
through cruelty or destructiveness.  

Furthermore, psychopathy has been demonstrated 
to have a neurobiological basis, as documented by 
several neuroimaging studies [40-42]. In particular, 
psychopathy has been associated with structural and 
functional neural abnormalities [42-44] Psychopathic 
individuals have a decreased amygdala activity during 
aversive conditioning, facial emotion recognition and 
moral judgment [45-47]. Amygdala volume reductions 
and surface distortions have also been observed in 
psychopathic individuals [48, 49]. A region closely 
interconnected with the amygdala, the ventromedial 
prefrontal cortex, also displays a reduced activity 
during moral judgment and a reduced volume [50, 51]. 
Moreover, psychopathic individuals also have a 
heightened sensitivity to rewards and sensation-
seeking behaviors, which have been linked to an 
increased volume and activity in the striatum [52]. 
Increased volume and activity in the striatum may 
contribute to psychopathic individual’s impulsive 
behavior [52] 

3.1.3. Narcissism 

The term Narcissism originates from the Greek 
mythological figure of Narcissus, a young male hunter 
who was so absorbed by his own beauty and greatness 
that he arrogantly unappreciated the attention and love 
of others [3]. In this original Greek form, narcissism 

reflected a conception and presentation of oneself as 
superior and deserving of admiration and special 
treatments [3]. 

However, not all individuals with narcissism solely 
display a grandiose sense of self [53]. In fact, although 
systematic research on narcissism has been conducted 
for over 100 years, researchers only recently tried to 
distinguish between two different narcissism varieties: 
i.e., the grandiose (namely ‘overt’) and the vulnerable 
(namely ‘covert’) narcissism [53, 54]. In both forms the 
individual strongly believes that he/she has a special 
“uniqueness and superiority”, displays high levels of 
self-love, a strong sense of entitlement, and poses a 
greater emphasis on self-serving bias [55]. However, 
there are also considerable differences between 
grandiose and vulnerable narcissism that emphasize 
the dual nature of this personality trait [56]. The 
grandiose narcissism discloses a high self-esteem level 
and a low tolerance to criticism, an unrealistic sense of 
superiority, as well as admiration seeking, arrogance 
and a tendency to depreciate others’ behaviors [53-54]. 
Contrarily, the individual with a vulnerable narcissism 
presents a low self-esteem, hypervigilance, social 
withdrawal and emotional hypersensitivity, as well as 
introversion and self-devaluation [54, 57]. The 
individual with vulnerable narcissism often is led 
towards a frustration of narcissistic needs due to the 
constant need for admiration, approval and success 
which may induce to the development of homicidal 
and/or suicidal ideation, parasuicidal conduct, and 
suicide attempts [58].  

3.1.4. Everyday Sadism 

Sadism indicates the tendency to “inflict pain and 
humiliation on others to assert dominance and power, 
or for the purposes of pleasure and enjoyment” [59]. 
Overall, research on sadism mainly focuses on sexual 
sadism [60]. Sexual sadism also occurs at subclinical 
levels, for instance in a preference for BDSM 
(bondage-discipline, domination-submission, and 
sadomasochism), a sexual inclination towards looking 
for pleasure from their own or another's pain [61].  

However, not all sadism is merely sexual [19]. Non-
sexual, subclinical sadism has been named ‘everyday 
sadism’ which reflects the cruelty in everyday life, for 
example preferring watching violence on movies, 
gaining pleasure from viewing fight sports involving 
humans or animals, and so forth [62]. Individuals who 
exhibit “everyday sadism” behaviors gain a greater 
pleasure from killing bugs and are even disposed to 
work for the opportunity to hurt “innocent” people [62]. 
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Moreover, everyday sadism is linked with augmented 
bullying behavior such as internet trolling [62, 63] and a 
predilection for playing violent video games [64, 65]. 
Furthermore, everyday sadists, compared to non-
sadists, usually experience more pleasure while 
causing harm, and the grade of pleasure is positively 
correlated with increased severity of injury [22].  

3.2. The Psychopathological and Psychiatric 
Correlates of the Dark Triad  

A wide variety of behavioral and psychosocial 
alterations in individual, interpersonal, working and 
academic functioning has been described among 
subjects who display one or more traits belonging to 
the Dark Triad [8, 18, 66, 67]. In fact, it is necessary to 
evaluate not only the consequences that DT traits may 
have for society in general, such as exploitative 
behavior, antisocial behavior or higher levels of 
aggressiveness and impulsivity that these individuals 
may manifest, but also the personal consequences that 
may affect individuals with high DT scores [18]. For 
ease, here we discuss them according to six main 
domains: addictive behaviors, depressive symptoms, 
risky and antisocial behaviors, behavioral alterations in 
the workplace, intimate relationships, and behavioral 
alterations during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

3.2.1. Dark Triad and Addiction  

The Dark Triad of personality attracted enormous 
research interest in the past decades in the field of 
addictions. In particular, the addictive behaviors in the 
subjects who presented one or more traits belonging to 
the Triad, were studied in the light of alteration of affect 
regulation mechanism, which is more noticeable in 
narcissism, as well as inhibitory deficit, an assumed 
mechanism in psychopathy [68]. Among the three 
traits, narcissism and psychopathy are those which 
mainly exhibit an association with substance use [66]. 
Grandiose narcissism is related with substance use, 
notably alcohol, in nonclinical samples [66, 69] and it 
has been mostly represented in individuals with 
substance use disorder [70]. Similarly, vulnerable 
narcissism is also related to substance use in 
nonclinical samples [69]. Grandiose narcissism 
forecasts drinking addiction independently of 
impulsivity, which indicates that other mechanisms 
might be important [71]. This becomes more evident 
when grandiosity is associated with vulnerability, for 
which augmented feelings of shame explain the 
association with the conduct of abuse [69].  

Beyond substance-related behaviors, grandiose 
narcissism is associated with a social media addiction 

[71, 72], compulsive working [73], compulsive 
smartphone use [74], compulsive buying [75], and 
pathological gambling [76]. Grandiose narcissism is 
associated with an additive Facebook usage through 
the necessity to be admired by the other users [77]. 
The presumed mechanism mediating substance-
related and non-substance related addictive behavior in 
narcissism are identified in self-regulatory functions, 
particularly in the stability of self-esteem, which is high 
but unstable in grandiose narcissism [78], and low in 
vulnerable narcissism [79].  

The association between Machiavellianism and 
addictive behavior is still unclear [68]. Available studies 
are few and investigate much more the association 
between Machiavellianism and a problematic internet 
use rather than other substance use disorders [80, 81]. 
In one study, Machiavellianism is higher in cocaine 
users compared to cocaine-naive controls [82].  

While psychopathic traits are related with substance 
use and addiction in forensic populations [83, 84] and 
also in the general population [85]. The mechanism 
through which psychopathic traits determine substance 
use and addiction, is mainly related to the increased 
sensation seeking and a decreased inhibitory control 
associated with psychopathopathy [66, 83]. Unlike 
narcissism, there is limited evidence for substance use 
and addiction as secondary to the impaired affect 
regulation experienced by psychopathic individuals, by 
confirming clinical data which demonstrate an 
association between psychopathic traits and lower 
levels of stress and anxiety compared to narcissistic 
personalities [86, 87]. Psychopathic traits are also 
associated with non-substance related addictive 
behaviors such as problematic social media and 
internet use [81] as well as problematic gambling in the 
general population [88, 89].  

3.2.2. Dark Triad and Depressive Symptoms 

Several studies examined the relationship between 
depression and all of three DT personality traits 
separately [90-92]. Regarding psychopathy, there is an 
open discussion related to its relationship with 
depression, as some authors consider both constructs 
to be reciprocally exclusive [93]. This is due to the fact 
that psychopathy is reputedly an activating disorder 
and, in contrast, depression is included among the 
inhibiting disorders [18]. Research analyzing the 
relationship between depressive symptoms and 
psychopathy found extremely variable and 
heterogeneous findings. While some studies found a 
negative relationship between depression and 
psychopathy (Stalenheim and Von Knorring, 1996), 
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others reported a positive relationship [18, 90, 94]. 
Regarding Machiavellianism, there are some 
contrasting even though more consistent findings 
demonstrating a positive relationship between 
machiavellianism and depression [15,18]. Al Aïn et al 
[15] found a positive association between the total 
score on the Machiavellianism IV scale (MACH IV) and 
the total score at the Beck Depression Inventory II 
(BDI-II) [15]. The Machiavellian concept is primarily 
characterized by the emotional indifference that is 
usually observed in people who suffer from depression 
[95]. Moreover, Machiavellianism is associated with 
anhedonia or the incapacity to feel pleasure, a 
symptom that is frequently found in depressive 
disorders [96]. Individuals with high levels of narcissism 
and a good social support, are considered to be 
protective towards the development of a mood disorder 
[18, 97]. Coherently, several research studies 
demonstrated no apparent relationship between 
narcissism and depression [16, 18]. However, suicidal 
ideation and risk is not rare in individuals with 
narcissism traits, even though the wish to kill oneself 
can also emerge without the presence of a clinically 
relevant depressed state [98, 99]. Within this context, 
suicidal ideation and feelings usually may grow out as 
a consequence of the desperate need to regulate 
own’s self-esteem and protect a pathological self-
image of perfection [99]. Furthermore, an acute 
narcissistic injury can produce an intense shame to the 
individual to drive him/her towards the suicide as the 
only considered option to escape from these negative 
feelings [99].  

3.2.3. Dark Triad, Risky Behaviors, Antisocial and 
Criminal Behaviors 

The main psychopathological core symptoms of the 
dark personalities lead to an increase in risk-taking 
activities and behaviors [29, 100]. The Dark Triad is 
positively associated with risk involvement and 
negatively associated with risk perception [101]. 
Studies found a strong association between DT traits 
and the tendency to take financial hazard [102], 
disposition toward risky driving [103], health-risk 
activities, such as substance use and sexual 
promiscuity [68, 104], deviant behaviors, such as 
aggression [105, 106], bullying, cyberbullying [107, 
108], and crime [109]. Studies demonstrated that 
psychopathy and narcissism represent the most 
harmful dark factors in relation to risky activities [29, 
100], contrarily to Machiavellianism [29]. Narcissistic 
traits are significantly present in a large sample of 
violent offenders and seems to be positively associated 
with any criminal behaviors [110, 111]. Grandiose 
narcissism is related with both forms of aggression, 

reactive and proactive; while vulnerable narcissism is 
only associated with reactive aggression [112, 113]. 
Moreover, individuals with higher levels of grandiose 
narcissism may have disproportionate self-confidence 
in their aptitudes and may take riskier behaviors [114], 
probably due to their overly active reward-oriented 
system [115]. In addition, individuals with higher levels 
of grandiose narcissism may focus more on positive 
outcomes and seem to not estimate situations in a 
realistic way [116]. However, there is also contrasting 
evidence suggesting that individuals with high 
narcissistic vulnerability are more likely to exhibit 
aggressive behavior than individuals with high levels of 
grandiosity [58, 117]. In fact, it seems that the 
fragmented sense of the self and the desperate need 
for external estimation may predispose individuals with 
higher levels of vulnerable narcissism to suffer shame 
about their needs and an uncontrolled anger towards 
those who usually experience some fragility, by 
promoting aggressive behavior [117].  

Psychopathic individuals are more likely than 
Machiavellians and narcissists to have faced the justice 
system [101]. It should be noted that most studies on 
psychopathy essentially involved criminals and this 
may partly justify the fact that most people who express 
psychopathic traits are known as bullies, sexual 
offenders, or killers [8]. However, the aggressive 
behavior manifested by psychopathic individuals is not 
merely unidimensional. In fact, some violent acts may 
be clearly premeditated or proactive or cold-blooded, 
whereas others may appear to lack premeditation or 
even not have a clear motivation (reactive aggression 
or hot-blooded) [118]. Most empirical evidence 
suggested that psychopathy usually is moderately-to-
strongly associated with both reactive and proactive 
aggression [119, 120] although few studies reported a 
stronger association between psychopathy and 
proactive, rather than reactive, aggression [121]. 
According to Garofalo et al [120], emotion 
dysregulation may also play a significant, not yet 
exclusive, role in explaining the association between 
psychopathy and aggression.  

3.2.4. Dark Triad and Workplace Behaviors 

There is an increasing interest in the role of DT at 
workplaces, mainly due to the associated costs for 
individuals and organizations, resulting from 
negative/harmful behaviors and attitudes of subjects 
expressing one or more DT traits [7, 122]. Conversely, 
individuals with DT traits may also possess great 
capabilities and efficiency in negotiational activities, 
lower levels of stress and anxiety which may 
predispose them to be more resistant and resilient at 
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work, and a greater predilection for jobs with a greater 
responsibility [123]. Wille et al. [124] analyzed the 
association between DT traits and the level of career 
success, by demonstrating how narcissistic traits were 
more positively related with a hierarchical position and 
a financial realization, compared to those individuals 
without DT traits. Hirschi and Ja¨nsch [125] indicated 
that narcissists earn higher salaries and are more 
pleased with their professional careers. This might also 
be clarified by the high self-worth of narcissists, which 
is related to high self-esteem and high self-efficacy 
opinions, that are positively associated with objective 
and subjective career success [126].  

Individuals with high Machiavellianism levels have 
the willingness and the ability to manipulate and exploit 
others, and this can lead them to assume positions of 
high responsibility and authority over other people 
[127]. Although it was shown that Machiavellianism is 
associated with a diminished work organization, and 
team commitment [128], along with a tendency to be 
considered as abusive by subordinates [129]. As a 
consequence of characteristics such as impulsivity, 
emotional superficiality, and lack of remorse, 
psychopaths have diminished levels of social 
responsibility and can adversely affect productivity 
[130]. Psychopathy is positively related to severe forms 
of counterproductive work behavior and is the strongest 
negative predictor of job performance among the Dark 
Triad traits [122]. However, it was recognized that traits 
associated with psychopathy could probably be 
favorable in the workplace for multiple reasons [32]. 
Firstly, some characteristics of psychopathy, such as 
charm and self-confidence, may be advantageous in 
the social context of work [131]. Secondly, leaders who 
are fearless and audacious can be useful both for their 
subjects and the organization [132]. Thirdly, there are 
specific jobs which may benefit from some traits 
associated with psychopathy, such as fearlessness and 
low reactivity to stress, such as in the military or police 
workplace [133]. From these above described 
considerations mainly derives the concept of 
“successful psychopaths” or “Snakes in suits” [134].  

3.2.5. Dark Triad and Intimate Relationships 

The Dark Triad has consistently been found to be 
related to interpersonal dysfunction within intimate 
relationships [135-137]. Such dysfunctional patterns 
towards partners have involved: controlling and 
vindictive behaviours, stalking behaviours and 
interpersonal violence, a callous/cold-hearted, self-
seeking and dominant attitude, and the tendency to 
create short-term relationships [135, 138]. All the DT 

traits are associated with callousness and manipulative 
behaviours, so individuals high on the DT are often 
seen as toxic and antagonistic in intimate relationships 
[137]. Jonason and Kavanagh [139] found that 
individuals who scored high on DT traits had ludus and 
pragma love styles. A ludus love style describes a 
game-playing mating strategy, where the individuals 
seek to play “the game of love” with multiple partners 
[139]. A pragma love style describes a cerebral mating 
strategy, where the individuals “think with their head 
rather than their heart” [139]. Moreover, the DT was 
positively associated with a preference for short-term 
relationships, “one-night stands”, “friends with benefits”, 
“booty-calls”, and negatively correlated for serious 
romantic relationships [11, 137]. In line with this, DT is 
associated with dating several individuals at the same 
time and higher levels of infidelity [11, 137]. According 
to McHoskey [140] a romantic relationship is an “ideal 
environment” for the realization of Machiavellian 
manners because Machiavellian individuals seek out 
new sexual experiences through intimidation and 
humiliation with destructive relational strategies and 
low levels of intimacy and commitment [138, 140]. 
Psychopathic traits such as low level of empathy and 
deficiency of impulse control, disrupt the formation of 
romantic relationships and limit their duration [137]. 
Furthermore, among all the three elements of the DT, 
psychopathy is the one that appears to be most 
associated with Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) that 
can be expressed as psychological, physical or sexual 
abuse towards intimates [141]. Narcissist create good 
first impressions as they are self-confident about their 
attractiveness [136, 137]. Indeed, problems do not 
usually occur at the beginning of the relationship. 
Narcissist may try to evoke jealousy or other 
unpleasant feelings in their partners, to try to punish 
and control them, often creating a relationship based 
on uncertainty [137].  

3.2.6. The Roles of Dark Triad Traits during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

Recently, researchers have begun identifying 
personality traits that may be more susceptible to 
current Covid-19 conspiracy beliefs [142], and how 
these beliefs are linked with a low adherence to 
medical guidelines [67], including negative relations 
between Covid-19 conspiracy beliefs and reluctance to 
Covid-19 vaccine [67]. Hughes and Machan [143], 
investigated the association between DT traits and 
conspiracy beliefs and their mediating role in 
disseminating conspiracy theories [143]. 
Machiavellianism and primary psychopathy emerged 
as stronger positive predictors of general and Covid-19 
conspiracy beliefs, whereas narcissism positively 
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predicted Covid specific conspiracy beliefs only [143]. 
Nowak et al [144] conducted a study on a Polish 
community sample (N=755), by measuring DT Traits 
and health beliefs about the COVID-19 virus, by 
demonstrating that participants with DT traits were 
those less likely to be engaged in preventive 
behaviours. 

DISCUSSION 

DT traits are associated with several types of 
negative psychosocial outcomes and these results are 
not surprising because the dark traits themselves are 
partly included in those characteristics typical of 
individuals who manifest some type of malevolent 
and/or antisocial behavior. Overall, studies found a 
strong association between DT traits and the tendency 
to take financial hazard [102], disposition toward risky 
driving [103], health-risk activities, such as substance 
use and sexual promiscuity [68, 104], aggression [105, 
106], bullying, cyberbullying [107, 108], and crime 
[109]. Nevertheless, there is specific literature showing 
the advantages of scoring high DT traits. In fact, since 
the three DT traits are associated by an emotionally 
cold interpersonal behavior, most studies more 
specifically focus on interpersonal topics, such as 
workplace behavior [123, 127]. Individuals with high 
Machiavellianism or Narcissistic levels generally 
assume positions of high responsibility and authority 
over other people, also due to their capabilities and 
efficiency in negotiational activities, lower levels of 
stress and anxiety [123, 127]. Psychopathy is positively 
related to severe forms of counterproductive work 
behavior, due to characteristics such as impulsivity or 
emotional superficiality [122, 130]. However, it was 
recognized that traits such as charm and self-
confidence, fearlessness and low reactivity to stress 
could probably be favorable in the workplace [32]. 
Conversely, few studies are available specifically 
investigating the personal consequences that may 
affect individuals with high DT scores, being most of 
these which focus on the increased risk of depressive 
episodes or suicidal behaviors [18, 99].  

Despite the abovementioned findings, our 
comprehensive review clearly underlines the lack of 
methodologically and homogeneous studies in this 
field, both regarding the consequences of DT traits in 
the society/workplace/academic environment and so 
forth, and in the psychopathological and/or psychiatric 
dimensions in those individuals scoring high DT traits. 
Therefore, several limitations should be taken into 
account in retrieving data here retrieved. Firstly, most 
of the studies explore the DT traits by using self-

reported questionnaires which do not ensure to 
adequately identify those negative traits and/or 
behaviours which are usually under-reported by 
individuals, particularly those who are more prone to 
simulate to others [145]. However, even though semi-
structured interviews are also available rather than self-
report measures, it is not always easy to find 
collaborative individuals. Moreover, some of these 
assessment tools do not necessarily assess all three 
DT traits. Therefore, it would be helpful to carry out 
studies which have more specific evaluation scales or 
which collect data in a mixed manner (i.e., a screening 
tool by using self-report scales and a confirmatory tool 
by using a semi-structured interview). Secondly, most 
studies have mainly cross-sectional design, hence, do 
not allow to monitor whether these DT traits may 
change over the time, due to an investigation, a 
protective factor, and so forth. It would be helpful to 
carry out longitudinal studies exploring also all potential 
risky and protective factors, evaluating whether there is 
a change over the time of DT traits in that individual 
and whether experimental interventions could improve 
them, also in terms of psychosocial outcomes. Thirdly, 
many of the studies available are based on small 
sample sizes, mainly coming from forensic settings. 
Moreover, most studies mainly are addressed to 
identify antisocial and psychopathy traits, rather than all 
three components of DT. Finally, really few studies 
specifically address a clinical sample of psychiatric 
patients, by identifying (if any) DT traits are 
concomitant to the psychiatric illness or whether DT 
traits may predispose to the onset of a specific 
psychiatric disorder or may be protective by some 
psychiatric onset. Therefore, further studies should also 
investigate DT traits also in the clinical samples.  

Overall, further research directions should better 
evaluate how subjects, who have one or more 
personality traits belonging to the Dark Triad, are 
influenced by these personality traits in the 
management of daily life, socio-personal-working 
functioning as well as in a more predisposition in the 
development of psychiatric disorders.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The malevolent side of human essence holds a 
special attraction to many people. Scholars, physicians, 
and also lay people have shown great curiosity in 
understanding what drives individuals to be involved in 
criminal, antisocial and apparently immoral behaviors. 
Stable personality inclinations towards socially and 
ethically aversive behaviors are usually under the 
umbrella terms “dark” personality traits [3]. The “Dark 
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Triad” construct represents one of the most 
investigated within this field [3]. The DT personalities 
share some common features, such as 
competitiveness, manipulativeness, socioemotional 
deficits, interpersonal difficulties, and an increased risk 
for aggression and delinquency.  

Overall, Narcissism, Machiavellianism, and 
psychopathy represent the malevolent side of human 
nature and thus are intrinsically maladaptive. However, 
DT traits may also confer some benefits to the 
individual. For example, narcissism is positively related 
to higher salary, Machiavellianism is positively related 
to leadership position or career satisfaction, and 
psychopathy is positively related to fearless behavior. 
Nevertheless, the maladaptive characteristics 
predominate over the adaptive ones. This is also due to 
the fact that personality traits are dimensional in nature 
and this dimensionality implies a continuum between 
nonclinical expressions of narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Most of the 
research included clinical or forensic samples and this 
may have limited the identification of a possible “bright 
side” of the Dark Triad construct. Although we have 
emphasized the distinctiveness of Dark Triad traits, it is 
important to underline that some individuals possess 
more than one of the DT traits. Further research is 
needed to identify how the different traits interact with 
each other and modulate the behavior as well as the 
life choices of the individuals who present them.  
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