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Abstract
Stress is a factor that greatly impacts our lives. Previous research has examined individual differences in relation to stress.
However, research regarding malevolent personality traits in relation to how stress is perceived is limited. The purpose of the
present study was to investigate relationships between dark malevolent personality traits; psychopathy (EPA), Machiavellianism
(MACH-IV), vulnerable narcissism (HSNS), grandiose narcissism (NPI-13), and perceived stress (PSS-10) in a community
sample (N = 346). The results showed a strong positive relationship between vulnerable narcissism and perceived stress, while
grandiose narcissism and psychopathy showed a small negative relationship with perceived stress. The discussion centers on that
narcissism should be treated as two separate traits, and that psychopathy and Machiavellianism overlap in relation to the
experience of stress in everyday life.
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A Narcissist, a Psychopath and a Machiavellian Walk
into a bar-
The bartender asks- Bwho has the darkest personality out
of you three?’
The Narcissist says- ‘me’. The Psychopath says- ‘I don’t
care’ and the Machiavellian says- ‘it’s whoever I want it
to be’.

Stress may be defined as the perception of being under ev-
eryday life pressures, and can be considered one of the greatest
enemies of both individuals as well as organizations. Stress
affects well-being, health, and ultimately performance (Cohen
et al. 1993; Richardson et al. 2012). Personality psychology in
particular takes interest in how stress is perceived differently by
individuals.Much research focuses on traits, and particularly the
Five-Factor Model (FFM; extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness; Costa and
McCrae 1985). Other traits, such as dark malevolent traits, have

still only began to be explored (see). The most popular concep-
tualization of malevolent traits in the last few years has been the
Dark Triad, which is constituted by subclinical psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and subclinical narcissism (Jones and
Paulhus 2011). The term subclinical indicates that these traits
exist in the regular population. By studying personality traits we
can gain better understanding of personal motivational drives
(See Jonason and Jackson 2016), and how individuals perceive
their everyday pressures in everyday life (i.e., the current study’s
definition of stress). Malevolent traits such as the Dark Triad are
known for antagonism in social situations, which could both
increase or decrease perceived stress (Miller et al. 2016).
Much research has linked the Dark Triad to other traits, such
as Neuroticism (i.e., low anxiety), which should imply a lesser
susceptibility to overall stress (Klimstra et al. 2014; Miller et al.
2016). However, arguably, a trait such as Neuroticism may dif-
fer somewhat from descriptions of everyday-stress, which may
be more value-infused. The present study is one of the first to
investigate relationships with malevolent personality traits using
a perceived everyday life stress-scale.

Stress

The psychological concept of stress has often been unclear
and only broadly defined (Lazarus 1993). Perceived stress
may be defined as an individual’s reaction to external prob-
lems and pressures. In the present study we consider stress as
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the perception of overall pressures in everyday life. Based on
this, differences in personality traits such as the Dark Triad of
malevolent traits are relevant to comprehend.What constitutes
stress differs depending on trait disposition, and individual
differences should be studied extensively – One perspective
is that stress-related ill health is one of the most common
causes of long-term sickness and decreased performance both
in everyday private and professional life (Bolger and
Zuckerman 1995; Cohen et al. 1983). The trait Neuroticism
predicts stress the best (Miller et al. 2011). For instance, based
on more than 3400 participants, Neuroticism and stress corre-
lated highly in a Norwegian population (r = .65; Ebstrup et al.
2011). Earlier research has not investigated how dark traits
relate to the view on everyday stress, which may be a some-
times overlooked factor relating to a host of various life out-
comes (Birkás et al. 2016a; Jones and Paulhus 2010; Miller et
al. 2016; Noser et al. 2014; Vazire and Funder 2006).

Dark Triad

The Dark Triad features (psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and
narcissism) are usually described as overall malevolent
(Paulhus and Williams 2002). Characteristic and unifying in
all the Dark Triad traits is the antagonistic tendency – For
example, lack of empathy, inclination to manipulate, and high
self-regard (Furnham et al. 2014; Paulhus and Williams 2002;
Persson et al. 2017a). Interestingly, shared variance between
particularly psychopathy and Machiavellianism is often high,
marked by social disinhibition, while narcissism sometimes is
set apart by social skills (Lee and Ashton 2005; Paulhus and
Williams 2002; Persson et al. 2017b). Previous research has
found small negative connections with stress-related traits
such as neuroticism (Jones and Paulhus 2010; Jones and
Weiser 2014; Paulhus and Williams 2002). Former studies
also suggest that narcissism should be considered in two forms
(grandiose and vulnerable), and that Neuroticism may be a
key in differing between the two (Miller et al. 2011; Pincus
et al. 2009). The importance of studying dark personalities as
well as normal personalities is that traits may be considered a
foundation to how people generally view everyday life (Jones
and Paulhus 2013).

Psychopathy The first malevolent trait in the Dark Triad struc-
ture coincides with particular reckless behaviors, such as ag-
gression and impulsivity (Jones and Paulhus 2011; Noser et al.
2014). Psychopathy sometimes is considered the core of the
Dark Triad, seeing how exploitation is the key component
(Kajonius et al. 2016). Individuals with a high level of psy-
chopathy are often very callous towards social norms. This
could be interpreted as low perceived stress in social settings
(Hare 1985; Jones and Paulhus 2013; Miller et al. 2016). This
disposition aligns with research showing that psychopathy

coincides negatively with stress-related traits such as
Neuroticism (Birkás et al. 2016b; Gore and Widiger 2016).
A concluding but tentative assumption would therefore be that
the experience of stress in individuals with high levels of
psychopathy is relatively low.

Machiavellianism The second malevolent trait in the Dark
Triad differs from other personality features in that it is not
based on any traditionally diagnosed disorder (Paulhus and
Williams 2002). The Machiavellian individual is particularly
characterized by manipulation, and pessimistic cynicism
(Jones and Paulhus 2013; Miller et al. 2016; Paulhus
and Williams 2002). Stress behaviors are less clear for
Machiavellianism. Studies show no clear-cut established con-
nection with Neuroticism (Jones and Paulhus 2010; Jones and
Weiser 2014). Also, Neria et al. (2016) showed that
Machiavellianism does not relate unambiguously to
avoidance-motivation (a type of stress based on the
Behavioral Inhibition System; BIS). They found no initial
zero-order correlation, but a positive relation emerged when
controlling for the other dark traits. A tentative suggestion is
that Machiavellianism, since sharing much variance particular-
ly to psychopathy, correlates negatively with perceived stress.

Narcissism The third malevolent trait is particularly character-
ized by feelings of grandiosity (John and Robins 1994; Raskin
et al. 1991). Often narcissism can be seen in two forms; the
overt form of narcissism, grandiose, and the covert form, vul-
nerable (Miller et al. 2010; Wink 1991). Grandiose narcissism
is characterized by high self-esteem and entitlement (Gore and
Widiger 2016). Vulnerable narcissism has similar features, but
is additionally characterized by neuroticism, such as anxiety
and low self-esteem (Gore and Widiger 2016; Miller et al.
2011). In terms of motivation, grandiose narcissism is driven
by more approach-motivation, while the vulnerable type more
by avoidance-motivation (Foster and Trimm 2008). Studies
report varying relationships between the two forms of narcis-
sism suggesting the trait Neuroticism (the disposition for anx-
iety) as the key dividing factor (Miller et al. 2011). Potential
differences in perceived stress between the two types of nar-
cissism will be relevant for the discussion on whether to con-
tinue considering these as a common disorder.

The Present Study

The general aim of the present study was to investigate rela-
tionships between malevolent personality traits (psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, grandiose, and vulnerable narcissism) and
perceived stress. This topic is relevant for furthering the un-
derstanding on how stress is linked to individual differences,
specifically in malevolent personality traits. The specific ob-
jectives of the study were to 1) test whether psychopathy and
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Machiavellianism have similar relationships to perceived
stress, and 2) whether the two types of narcissism show
different relationships to perceived stress. Our hope is
that this study may contribute to a deeper understanding
of the malevolent personality traits that make up the
Dark Triad.

Method

Sample and Procedure

The sample (N = 346) consisted of 85% women and 15%
men. The age (M = 42, SD = 10) ranged between 19 and
62 years old. 90% had a working job, and 70% reported to
have attended university.

Participants were recruited by word of mouth mainly
through social media to enter an online survey about stress.
The questionnaire was initiated with a letter of formal notice
that there were no right or wrong answers and they were asked
to respond to the option that felt most correct. No reimburse-
ment was awarded. None of the participants had to be exclud-
ed due to erratic or missing responses.

Instruments

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) PSS-10 is a ten item-
instrument designed to measure present, not long-term,
perceived stress. The scale taps into, for example, neg-
ative external influences at work, or present stressful
life events (Cohen et al. 1993). One example question
is BHow often have you felt stressed in the last
month?^. The questions were answered on a five-digit scale
from 1 (does not fit at all) to 5 (fits very well). The internal
consistency was high (α = .89).

Elemental Psychopathy Assessment (EPA) We used the Super
Short Form of EPA (EPA-SSF; Collison et al. 2016), which by
18 items measure levels of psychopathy in community popu-
lations only. One example question was BI like doing things
that are risky or dangerous^. The questions were answered on
a five-digit scale from 1 (does not fit at all) to 5 (fits very well).
This brief measurement has been found to have sufficient
validity (Collison et al. 2016). Internal consistency was low
(α = .58).

Machiavellianism (MACH-IV) MACH-IV is one of the most
widely used instruments for measuring Machiavellianism
(Christie and Geis 1970;McHoskey et al. 1998). One example
question from the 20 item-questionnaire was BMost people are
good at heart^. The questions were answered on a five-digit
scale from 1 (does not fit at all) to 5 (fits very well). Internal
consistency was good (α = .75).

Grandiose Narcissism (NPI-13) The Narcisstistic Personality
Inventory (NPI-13) measures the level of grandiose narcissism
in community populations (Gentile et al. 2013). One example
question was BI become embarrassed when people comple-
ment me^ (reversed). NPI-13 consists of 13 statements that are
answered by selecting one of the two specified options (A, B).
Internal consistency was low (α = .56).

Vulnerable Narcissism (HSNS) The Hypersensitive Narcissism
Scale (HSNS) with 10 items is used to assess levels of vulner-
able narcissism (Hendin and Cheek 1997). One example ques-
tionwas BI easily get lost inmy own interests, and forget about
others^. The questions were answered on a five-digit scale
from 1 (does not fit at all) to 5 (fits very well). Internal con-
sistency was good (α = .78).

Statistical Analyses

All data was analyzed in SPSS v.22, using zero-order
correlations and regression models. The following
recommendations based on Gignac and Szodorai (2016) were
used: r < .10 is a trivial unrelated relationship, r < .20 (weak),
r < .30 (medium), while above r = .30 a strong relationship.
Due to sample size and consequent confidence intervals these
limits should not be considered as cut-offs, but only as tenta-
tive guidelines. Normal distribution was checked and all
scales were within limits.

Results

The overall aim of the present study was to investigate the rela-
tionships between malevolent personality traits and perceived
stress. Table 1 summarizes the study variables. Psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and grandiose Narcissism had weak to trivial
correlations with perceived stress, while vulnerable narcissism
showed a strong correlation with perceived stress.

The first objective was to analyze how psychopathy and
Machiavellianism compared in relation to perceived stress.
Based on research on the structure of the Dark Triad, it has been
suggested that these are similar almost to the point of insepara-
ble. When entering only these two traits in a regression model

Table 1 Correlations between study variables

Instrument 1 2 3 4 5

1 Perceived stress

2 Vulnerable narcissism .44**

3 Grandiose narcissism −.14** .04

4 Psychopathy −.15** .09 .42**

5 Machiavellianism .08 .31** .26** .38**

** p < .01. N = 346
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(F(2, 344) = 8.90, p < .001) with perceived stress as the depen-
dent variable, psychopathy showed a weak negative relationship
(β = −.22, p < .001), and Machiavellianism a weak positive re-
lationship (β = .17, p < .01). Notably, both traits showed in-
creased relationships to perceived stress compared to the zero-
order correlations (Table 1), suggesting that some of the error-
variance was absorbed. The two traits also showed sizable rela-
tionship to each other (r = .38).

The second objective was to analyze whether the two forms
of narcissism had different relationships to stress. When en-
tering only these two narcissistic traits in a regression model
(F(2, 344) = 49.22, p < .001) with perceived stress as the de-
pendent variable, grandiose narcissism showed a weak nega-
tive relationship (β = −.15, p < .001), while vulnerable narcis-
sism showed a strong positive relationship (β = .44, p < .001).
Interestingly, these two various forms of narcissism did not
relate to each other (r = .04).

In conclusion, we ran a complete regression model with
perceived stress regressed on all Dark Triad traits. The result
showed that vulnerable narcissism was the one impor-
tant factor that explained increase in perceived stress
(β = .45, p < .001), while grandiose (β = −.16, p < .001) and
psychopathy (β = −.11, p < .01) only showed weak negative
relationships. Machiavellianism showed a non-significant ef-
fect when controlling for all study variables (β = .04).

Discussion

The main finding in the current study was a strong positive
relationship between narcissism and perceived stress, but only
for the vulnerable form of narcissism. Grandiose narcissism in
contrast had a negative relationship with perceived stress, how-
ever weak. This result implies that a vulnerable narcissistic
personality disposition relates to increased affect from stressful
circumstances, while a grandiose personality in contrast may
even thrive in stressful environments. The results, using a gen-
eral perception stress-scale, imply that there is a significant
difference between the two forms of narcissism, which is a
confirmation of previous research (Birkás et al. 2016b). The
second finding was that psychopathy and Machiavellianism
did not relate much with perceived stress, even though psy-
chopathy showed a weak negative relationship. The expected
similarity between psychopathy and Machiavellianism was
thus only found to a degree. One conclusion is that the Dark
Triad is too broad to be seen as one unified construct, and
effectively should be applied in its original components.

Malevolent Personality and Stress

With help of the present perceived stress instrument, we could
detect how certain malevolent personality traits relate to ev-
eryday life pressures. Most previous studies on the subject

have investigated stress behaviors, and not so much latent
personality traits. Experiences of stress are most often (if not
always) triggered by personal perceptions of situation. We
argue that by studying personality traits we move closer to
the origins and latent vulnerabilities of stress, which in turn
better can predict long-term behaviors, such as health or work
performances.

Our present study results showed negative relationships
between psychopathy/grandiose narcissism and perceived
stress, which aligns with previous research reporting that these
are related to lower neuroticism (Gore andWidiger 2016). It is
likely that features of the Dark Triad, such as lack of empathy
and high self-esteem, buffer against stress. Simply put, if the
individual does not care, why would he or she feel stressed?
Furthermore, the results for vulnerable narcissism were along
expected lines. Speculatively, the main reason for the differ-
ences between the two forms of narcissism (vulnerable vs
grandiose) in relation to stress may simply be due to differ-
ences in levels of underlying neuroticism – Vulnerable narcis-
sism contains much neuroticism, while grandiose even the
opposite which can be thought of as resilience (see Miller et
al. 2011). The drives behind these can be understood through
the lens of Reinforcement Theory, and particularly avoidance-
motivation (BIS; Foster and Trimm 2008; Jonason and
Jackson 2016). Vulnerable narcissists, sometimes called hy-
per-sensitive, have a higher avoidance-motivation, while
grandiose narcissists have a higher approach-motivation, thus
translating into differing stress-levels in the present study. Our
contribution to this body of knowledge is that many psychol-
ogy studies relating to the Dark Triad or everyday perceptions
of stress have not treated narcissism in two separate forms,
which they according to our study results should (Noser et al.
2014; Richardson and Boag 2016; Paulhus and Williams
2002). Due to the known links between stress and the trait
Neuroticism, we believe the present results should be
interpreted that persons with vulnerable narcissistic traits more
readily perceive situations as threatening to self and thus
stressful, rather than seeking out a lifestyle that is more
stressful.

Overall, stress is known to have a major impact on people’s
lives, not least because of long-term sicknesses and decreasing
performances (Cohen et al. 1993; Richardson et al. 2012).
One implication from the present study is the importance of
matching the right person traits to the right job positions; in
order to benefit both the employee and the organization as
much as possible. A commonly used method of
attempting to tackle this issue is different types of per-
sonality assessments (Furnham 2008). Vulnerable narcis-
sism may not be much tested and could be suggested as
a complement to personality tests in recruitment to par-
ticularly stressful services. Dispositions to vulnerability
together with being narcissistic may be toxic ingredients
for increased perceptions of stress.
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Limitations

One weakness of the present study was that we only had
access to self-reports, which is only one of many ways to
assess traits and stress. First, self-selection bias to the volun-
tary online form may be the case. Second, shared method
variance, such as participants rating systematically biased or
from a social desirability perspective, may be a threat to va-
lidity. However, self-reports are also a strength, especially in
attempting to assess perceptions of individuals. Third, several
scales showed very low internal consistencies (alpha reliabil-
ities). However, lower reliability does not appear to limit cor-
relations with important external criteria (Miller et al. 2011).
Fourth, we mostly had women as participants. Women are
known to be somewhat less narcissistic and much less psy-
chopathic than men, and this could have skewed the results
(Kajonius et al. 2016). We believe the present study may con-
tribute to stimulating further research in personality traits and
everyday life experience.

The present study perhaps couldn’t answer the bartender’s
initial question as to which of the personality types is the
darkest (most malevolent), but it can report that vulnerable
narcissists experience much more stress than psychopaths,
Machiavellians, and grandiose narcissists.
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