
What does the 
term “Dark Triad” 
mean?

3 constructs



Machiavellianism
- “The manipulative 

personality” (Christie & Geis, 
1970)

- Ex: manipulating refs by 
faking/selling an injury in 
order to reach a goal

- Ex: Teams misleading 
opponents with certain 
strategies/formations

Narcissism
- A personality trait  

characterized by exaggerated 
feelings of self-importance

- Ex: blaming teammates for 
failure, lack of sportsmanship

Psychopathy
- “Indicative of an impulsive, 

unempathetic and anxious 
individual” (Paulhus & 
Williams, 2002)

- Ex: could exhibit antisocial 
behaviour outside of sport, 
might engage in substance 
abuse

“They all entail a socially malevolent character with behaviour tendencies towards 
self-promotion, emotional coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness.” (Paulhus & Williams, 2002).

“Collectively, these traits describe a disagreeable, callous, and antagonistic individual (Furnham 
et al., 2013).” 

“Dark Triad of Personality Traits”



There is now an overlap for machiavellianism with psychopathy, narcissism with psychopathy and 
machiavellianism with narcissism (Fehr et al., 1992)

- This constructs the possibility of the samples of Dark Triad being equivalent

Machiavellianism

PsychopathyNarcissism

However, the maximum inter-correlation is .50 suggesting that they cannot be considered 
equivalent. 



The facets of the 
Dark Triad



Facets of Psychopathy



Facets of Machiavellianism



Facets of Narcissism



Low and High levels of the dark triad

Traits High levels Low levels 

Psychopathy - Impulsive 
- Lack of empathy 
- Reckless

- Thoughtful 
- Careful 
- Empathetic 

Narcissism - Grandiose (arrogance)  
- Entitlement 
- Blaming 

- Humble 
- Seeks little attention
- Empathetic 

Machiavellianism - Selfish 
- Exploitation
- Liar 
- Manipulative 

- Honest 
- Transparent 
- Cooperative



How the trait is measured:
- Anonymous questionnaire, self-report of intelligence 
- Not at all (1) Very much (5)
- NPI for Narcissism
- Mach-IV for Machiavellianism
- SRP III for Psychopath

https://openpsychometrics.org/tests/SD3/

https://openpsychometrics.org/tests/SD3/


Link to the Test!



How Might the Dark Triad be linked either 
positively or negatively with Expertise?



-”They may enable individuals to get ahead and 
achieve personal goals by disregarding others’ 
objectives and emotions, increasing chances of 
individual success” (Vaughan & Madigan, 2021)

-research shows that athletes with more 
expertise report higher DT scores compared to 
those with less expertise (Vaughan et al., 2019)

-Being more self involved and driven for their 
own glory or gain they are likely to become 
experts in individual abilities

Pros
- “One commonality across the triad namely 
low agreeableness”(Paulhus & Williams, 
2002)

-Machiavellianism has been shown to be 
negatively related to the quality of job 
performance (Vaughan & Madigan, 2021)

-The Dark Triad has been linked to doping 
scandals and cheating (Nichols et al., 2020)

Cons



Conceptual Links

-Athletes who scored higher in the Dark Triad are more likely to engage in a “Win at all 
costs” mentality (Nichols et al., 2020)

-This may lead them to achieving higher individual success than others because they 
lack empathy towards the other athletes and the rules of the game

-People who scored higher in the Dark Triad also usually had higher performance than 
those who didnʼt in sports (Vaughan & Madigan, 2021)

-Do you believe that scoring high in the dark triad may be beneficial to achieving 
expertise?



Based on this information can 
you name an Athlete you 
believe scores high in the Dark 
Triad?



Empirical Links 

“Narcissists (and psychopaths to a 
lesser extent) tend to overestimate their 
intelligence whereas machiavellians do 
not.” (Paulhus & Williams, 2002)

Intelligence Self-Enhancement

Narcissists exhibit the most 
self-enhancement, followed 
by psychopaths. 
Machiavellianism shows no 
sign of self-enhancement. 

Maintaining Relationships
It is difficult for characters who are high on 
the dark triad scale to maintain 
relationships. This is due to traits such as 
machiavellians being manipulators, 
psychopaths having a lack of remorse etc.

Risky Behaviours/Decision Making
Sensation seeking and acting on 
impulse can lead to risk of cheating on 
an assignment or excessively spending 
$$ etc.



Vaughan & Madigan, 2021
The winner takes it all: The mediating role of competitive orientations in the Dark Triad and 
sport task performance

- “The present study provides the first evidence that the Dark Triad may lead to better task 
performance in sport, and that this effect may be driven by athletes’ competitive orientations” 
(Vaughan & Madigan 2021)

- “Research has shown that athletes differ on levels of the Dark Triad, with men scoring 
higher than women, individual sport athletes scoring higher than team sport athletes, and 
those with greater expertise scoring higher than those with less expertise (Vaughan et al., 
2019) 

- Athletes with higher levels of narcissism, machiavellianism and psychopathy also possess 
greater mental toughness and engage in more physical activity (Vaughan et al., 2018)



Roberts et al., 2018
Pass me the ball: narcissism in performance settings.

- Narcissism and performance is fully dependent on the perceived opportunity 
for glory. 

- “Narcissists reported greater levels of effort, the more they perceived that 
coaches created either a performance or a mastery climate. (Roberts et al., 
2018)

- Narcissists are driven by the desire to appear superior
- These athletes will put in more effort if they think it will make them look good. 



Can you think of an 
athlete/coach who uses 
the desire of “looking 
good” as a motivating 
factor of athlete 
success/development?



Deion Sanders
“If you look good, you feel good, and if you feel good, you 
play good.” - Deion Sanders (Andrews, 2019). 

- Looking good on the field raises confidence & 
comfortability

- Clothing has an ability to change perceptions & 
reactions of others

Colorado Buffaloes head coach Deion Sanders against the 
Arizona Wildcats at Arizona Stadium. | Mark J. Rebilas-Imagn 
Images

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKO1qwjmKKo


Dark Triad x Doping/Cheating (Nicholls et al.,2020)

- “The Dark Triad dimensions showed significant positive correlations with attitudes 
towards doping and cheating behaviour.” (Nicholls et al., 2020).



Further,

- Narcissism & Psychopathy emerged 
as a significant positive predictor of 
attitudes towards doping

- Narcissism emerged as a significant 
positive predictor of attitudes 
towards cheating behaviour



Which of the Triad 
is the most 
maladaptive?



Which Of The Triad Is The Most Maladaptive?

● “There is no personality trait that is universally adaptive or maladaptive” 
(Paulhus, Fridhandler & Hayes, 1997). 

● “Machiavellians and narcissists may become more of an interpersonal irritant 
than a threat; data suggests that such characters are a mixed blessing in 
personal life (Robins & Beer, 2001), interpersonal life (Paulhus, 1998) and some 
organizational contexts (Hogan, Raskin, & Fazzini, 1990; Robins & Paulhus, 
2001).”



Strengths
● Large sample size for study; 245 undergraduate students
● Study method includes reliable measures: 

○ NPI. 40 forced-choice questionnaire used to measure narcissism (Raskin & Hall, 1979)
○ The Mach-IV Inventory. 20 5-point Likert items to measure machiavellianism (Christie & 

Geis, 1970)
○ SRP III. 31 5-point items to measure subclinical psychopathy (Hare, 1985)
○ Wonderlic Personnel Test (Wonderlic, 1977)
○ “It’s validity is well-established” (John & Srivastava, 1999)

● Study also explored the relationship between the Big Five personality traits & cognitive ability
● Results include the potential gender differences and coming to a conclusion that despite men 

scoring more highly on all three Dark Triad traits (3), the correlation patterns are similar for 
men & women

● Came to conclusion that data does not support the contention that when measured in normal 
populations, that the three constructs were equivalent



Weaknesses

● Study did not mention “sport”, “expertise” or “development”
● Study doesnʼt indicate why men have higher levels of dark triad than 

women
● Very short article - could go into more depth in regards to
● Fails to incorporate backgrounds of study participants. Some cultures 

lean towards dark triad as being potentially beneficial in some cases



Should Coaches screen for 
personality traits present in 
the dark triad?



Implications for coaches
-Many great athletes have been narcissists while still managing to be a part of a winning team 

-Ex: Kobe Bryant “There is no I in team but there is a me”

-May not be good teammates and lead to team chemistry falling apart due to low levels of 
agreeableness being present in all three

-Ex: Kobe and Shaq duo falling apart due to not being able to put aside egos

-Greater mental toughness could lead to performance in situations where there is high pressure 

-More unpredictable reactions may be harder for coaches to control and could negatively affect a 
team

-As mentioned before they will disregard others in pursuit of self glory and personal gain which 
could lead to the team success faltering



Implications for players

-Being teammates with somebody who scores high in the dark triad may be frustrating 
due to goals being solely individual or glory based as opposed to the greater good of the 
team

-May have personal success and opportunities undermined or stolen out from you by 
someone high in these traits

-If you have a teammate high in these traits you may be susceptible to being 
manipulated for their gain

-Can you think of any other ways the dark triad may affect a player who is teammates 
with someone who is high in traits part of the dark triad?



Take Home Message

“Every personality trait has the potential to contribute positively and 
negatively in certain environments” (Roberts et al., 2018)
Reading: Vaughan, R. S., & Madigan, D. J. (2021). The winner takes it all: The mediating role of competitive orientations in the Dark Triad and sport task performance relationship. 
European Journal of Sport Science, 21(8), 1183–1192. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2020.1825822 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2020.1825822
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