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Helpful or Not? Appraisal and Mechanisms of Prosociality in the 

Dark Triad 

Abstract 

The Dark Triad (DT) is associated with maladaptive interactions in their social and interpersonal 

relationships. Individuals with high levels of DT traits are also assumed to be defectors in social 

situations. However, it is unclear how they perceive others’ helpfulness towards them. Thus, study 1 

aimed at understanding whether these individuals are able to perceive help from others, when 

provided with situations that differentially benefit them. In a multinational sample from over 40 

countries (N = 679), findings revealed that in a situation where others are objectively not helpful, 

those with high levels of psychopathy and Machiavellianism uniquely perceive others as helpful. 

Furthermore, in a situation where others are objectively helpful, those with high psychopathy 

perceive others as less helpful. To extend our understanding of the DT’s behavior in social 

situations, Study 2 explored the perception of helpfulness and defection in an ultimatum game 

among the DT at different levels of helpfulness (high- and low- help condition). Data from 1059 

participants showed that psychopathy positively predicted perception of help for the low-help 

group—suggesting that individuals with a high score on psychopathy are less likely to recognize 

others' helpfulness towards them. Additionally, individuals with a high score on narcissism showed 

a greater likelihood of accepting a high help offer. Machiavellianism, however, did not predict 

perception of help and defection in either of the conditions. Future studies can explore 

intervention strategies for improving individuals' (with high levels of DT) perceptions in social 

situations. 

Keywords: Dark Triad, prosocial behavior, defection, perception of help, ultimatum game 
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Helpful or Not? Appraisal and Mechanisms of Prosociality in the Dark Triad 

1. Introduction 

The Dark Triad (DT) is associated with low levels of prosociality and is characterized by 

extracting resources from others for their own benefit (Jonason et al., 2010). They are 

characteristically more self-centered, exploitative, and considerably low on empathy (Jonason & 

Krause, 2013; Jonason et al., 2015; Paulhus & Williams, 2002), which is reflected in the way they 

navigate social interactions. In order for individuals to reciprocate in a prosocial event, they need 

to understand that help has been rendered to them. It is not clear whether those with higher levels 

of DT are able to assess others’ helpfulness in social situations.  

Social Style 

Individuals with high DT traits often pursue an agentic social style—they tend to be highly 

individualistic, competitive, and are less prosocial (Jonason, Li, et al., 2010). They view others 

unfavorably and perceive themselves highly (Rauthmann, 2012). Particularly, narcissists overvalue 

themselves by viewing oneself as intelligent, sociable, and dominant and may further disparage 

others. Machiavellians view others as malleable, weak, and low on intelligence, while viewing 

themselves as intelligent, sociable, and dominant. Individuals high on psychopathy tend to be 

disagreeable, and view themselves as dominant and open, but less nurturing and conscientious. 

Thus, dark personalities see others as having lower agency (Rauthmann, 2012). 

Dark personalities are also maladaptive in their selection of social bonds and tend to create 

instability in their social environments. In friendships, DT traits have been linked with choosing 

friends that served certain strategic purposes: people who are attractive and intelligent or may be 

advantageous and have high social status (Jonason & Schmitt, 2012). 

Prosociality and the Dark Triad 
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Considering their impulsivity and short-term orientation, as evidenced by their fast life 

strategy (Kaplan et al., 2009; Jonason et al., 2010), DT tends to employ a cheater strategy in 

prosocial situations. The DT and its sub-traits are negatively correlated with prosociality 

(Aghababaei et al., 2014). Particularly, Machiavellianism and psychopathy negatively predicted 

other-oriented reasoning; narcissism is only negatively related to self-reported altruism 

(Aghababaei et al., 2014). This might also imply that those with high narcissism are aware of their 

selfishness, whereas the other two traits are not.  

Batson (2011) states that even though one engages in prosocial behaviors due to altruistic 

reasons, egoistic reasons (such as, receiving praise or attention, reducing uncomfortable feelings 

or receiving something in return) might also motivate individuals to perform prosocial actions. Past 

studies have suggested a positive relationship between narcissism and self-reported prosocial 

behavior (Kauten & Barry, 2016; Zuo et al., 2016) and altruistic acts (Palmer & Tackett, 2018). 

 DT was negatively related to prosociality especially with Machiavellianism being a strong 

negative predictor of prosocial tendencies and narcissism a predictor of prosocial behavior 

(Wertag & Bratko, 2019). Another study pointed out that none of the DT traits were related to 

compassionate altruism; however, controlling for other DT traits and certain demographic 

variables, narcissism predicted general altruism (Trahair et al., 2022). A study where participants 

could gamble with another person’s bonus in a biased game, highlighted the selfish financial and 

high-risk behavior among individuals with psychopathy. They were seen to continue gambling at 

the expense of someone else even though they could be punished for it (Jones, 2014). 

Defection and Co-operation in the Dark Triad 

In cooperative games, DT is thought to defect more than cooperate. Lainidi et al. (2021) 

study showed that higher levels of DT traits significantly increased the chances of defection in a 

prisoner’s dilemma game. Malesza (2020) found that psychopathy and Machiavellianism were 
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linked to higher rates of defection in an iterative prisoner’s dilemma game. Specifically, 

psychopathy along with impulsivity was linked with multiple attempts of defecting behaviors. 

Machiavellianism was not associated with impulsivity but long-term planning and strategy which, 

together, predicted higher defection. Studies using economic games have consistently shown high 

Machiavellianism to be linked with strong defection tendencies (Gunnthorsdottir et al., 2002; 

Harrell & Hartnagel, 1976; Kurzban & Houser, 2001). High levels of Machiavellianism were related 

to defection when it was advantageous to them (Gunnthorsdottir et al., 2002). These results 

suggested that Machiavellians prioritized competition and obtaining gains over fairness even if it 

led to exploiting others.  

Deutchmann and Sullivan (2018) found Machiavellianism predicted defection in a one-

shot prisoner’s dilemma. Furthermore, participants were more likely to defect in cases when the 

prisoner’s dilemma game was framed as a non-social task and in terms of potential loss. Higher 

levels of narcissism were linked to generosity and a higher willingness to share (Lannin et al., 2014). 

Although narcissism is characterized by entitlement, grandiosity, and callous manipulation, their 

need for superiority and external validation drives them to be generous and please others (Raskin 

& Hall, 1981). Furthermore, vulnerable narcissism (characterized by need for recognition, low self-

esteem, entitlement) showed a positive effect on defecting behaviors whereas grandiose 

narcissism (characterized by aggression, self-assurance, and a strong need for admiration from 

others) linked positively with cooperation (Malesza & Poland, 2020). However, this relationship 

between grandiose narcissism and cooperation was only seen in the initial rounds of the iterative 

prisoner’s dilemma games and that grandiose narcissism had a positive effect on defection as the 

game progressed (Malesza & Poland, 2020). Specific sub-characteristics of psychopathy (i.e., 

Machaivallian egocentricity) is negatively associated with cooperation in a one-shot prisoner’s 

dilemma, and social potency (characterized by self-perception of high-status and power) is linked 
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to lower cooperation in a bargaining game (Curry, Chesters, & Viding, 2011). Most research on 

DT traits in the context of defection and cooperation have not quantified the mechanisms 

underpinning these behaviors.  

Based on the findings of past studies, the current two-part investigation aims to 

understand the appraisal and mechanisms of prosocial behavior in the DT. 

Study 1 

 Given that DT is generally agentic, uses a “cheater” social strategy, and views others 

negatively, it is unclear whether and how they perceive those who are prosocial towards them. 

Reciprocity, a functional theory of prosociality, refers to interchange of mutual benefits. 

Specifically, direct reciprocity refers to subsequent exchange of benefits (i.e., X helps Y, and Y 

helps X back; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). For direct reciprocity, however, it is essential that one 

realizes that one is being helped (i.e., Y will need to recognize the help, especially the cost accrued 

by X, in order to acknowledge and choose to help X back). Thus, this study aims to assess the 

experiences of individuals with dark personalities in the face of prosocial acts. In other words, we 

argue that those with high DT would be unable to perceive others’ help towards them. 

Manipulating vignettes to display behaviors in which others are either helpful or not helpful to 

them, participants assessed perceived helpfulness of others towards them. The study also assesses 

how the sub-traits of DT differently affect this relationship.   

Thus, it was hypothesized that: 

H1A: For situations involving low helpfulness, DT negatively predicts perceived helpfulness. 

H1B: For situations involving high helpfulness, DT negatively predicts perceived helpfulness. 

 

2. Method 

The present study utilizes partial data from a preregistered study assessing the relationship 



PROSOCIALITY AND THE DARK TRIAD                                                                         7 

 

between DT and gratitude (Puthillam et al., 2021). The sample included 679 participants (279 

Indians, 317 Americans, and 83 belonging to 40 other countries; women = 514) above the age of 18 

years (MAge = 23.37 years, SD = 8.04; Range = 18-68 years). 

Measures 

Short Dark Triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Twenty-seven items were used to measure 

the DT traits. Of these, nine items each measure the three traits of Machiavellianism, narcissism, 

and psychopathy, on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding Short Form (Hart et al., 2015). Sixteen 

items measure social desirability and its two dimensions: Self-Deceptive Enhancement (SDE) and 

Impression Management (IM), using a 7-point rating scale format (1 = not true to 7 = very true). 

SDE refers to over-reporting of positive behavior; IM refers to under-reporting of negative 

behavior. The DT is susceptible toward socially desirable responding, and therefore this measure 

is used as a statistical control. 

Helpfulness Vignettes (Wood et al., 2008). Participants were randomly assigned to read 

either the set of three vignettes (see Appendix A) depicting situations where others were helpful 

or not helpful to them. After the vignette, participants responded to the following questions, which 

assessed their perception of the actors’ help: 

Genuine Helpfulness: “How much was this person motivated by a sincere desire to help you?” (1 = 

Not at all motivated; 6 = Totally motivated); 

Perceived Cost: “How much did it cost the person to help you (in terms of time, effort, financial 

cost etc.)?” (1 = Nothing; 6 = A great deal); 

Perceived Value: “How valuable do you think that this person’s help was to you?” (1= Not at all 

valuable; 6 = Extremely valuable). 

Participants were presented with three vignettes where others were either not very helpful 
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(i.e., displayed low value, low genuine helpfulness, and low cost) or the set of three vignettes 

depicting help from others (i.e., high value, high genuine helpfulness, and high cost). Perception 

of helpfulness was calculated by summing the scores on genuine helpfulness, perceived cost, and 

perceived value across the three vignettes. 

3. Results 

Data were analyzed in R (RStudio team, 2021); the analysis code is available on OSF. 

Hierarchical regressions were conducted, controlling for age, gender, nationality, and social 

desirability. To test whether shared variances affect the relationship between each sub-trait and 

perception of helpfulness, the other two traits were controlled for. That is, to test whether 

psychopathy uniquely affects perception of help, Machiavellianism and narcissism were controlled. 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities of the scales, and zero-order correlations are displayed in Table 1. 

Less Helpful Situations 

When others were less helpful (H1A), DT positively predicted perception of help (b = .12, 

SE = .02, R² = .05, F(1, 446) = 20.381, p < .001). Particularly, psychopathy (b = .25, SE = .06, p < 

.001; unique: b = .17, SE = .07, p = .01), Machiavellianism (b = .20, SE = .05, R² = .04, p < .001; 

unique: b = .13, R² = .06, SE = .06, p = .03), and narcissism (b = .14, SE = .07, R² = .02, p = .04) 

positively predicted perception of help. However, when Machiavellianism and psychopathy were 

accounted for, narcissism does not predict appraisal of help (b = .03, SE = .07, R² = .06, p = .72). 

More Helpful Situations 

When others were more helpful (H1B), those with high DT negatively predicted 

perception of help (b = -.07, SE = .03, R² = .05, F(1, 221) = 4.35, p = .04). Specifically, psychopathy 

(b = -.27, SE = .07, R² = .09, p < .001; unique: b = -.32, SE = .08, R² = .10, p < .001) alone predicted 

perception of help; Machiavellianism (b = .02, SE = .07, p = .82) and narcissism (b = -.14, SE = .08, p 

= .11) did not. 
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4. Discussion 

Study 1 aimed to understand how those with high levels of DT appraise help provided by 

others in prosocial situations. We found that DT misperceived others as helpful when they were 

not. Specifically, psychopathy and Machiavellianism were linked to appraisal of others as helpful 

when they were not; however, narcissism, when the former two were accounted for, did not 

positively predict appraisal of help. When others were highly helpful, those with high levels of 

psychopathy appraised others as less helpful; the other two sub-traits thought them neither more 

nor less helpful. Thus, H1A was not supported, and H1B was partially supported.  

Individuals with high levels of DT tend to view others negatively (Black et al., 2014) and 

view themselves as superior, including in cooperative tasks (Rauthmann, 2012). We hypothesized 

that they would not be able to accurately assess non-cooperation or cooperation by others. In a 

situation where others were not helpful, the DT appraised others as inaccurately more helpful. This 

implies that it is possible that those with high levels of DT assume that others may be obliged to 

help them, and are unable to grasp when they do not. This is in line with previous work indicating 

that those with high levels of DT use fewer cues to evaluate others, and that they are unable to 

distinguish vulnerable others from non-vulnerable others (Black et al., 2014). Thus, it is likely that 

DT individuals do not attend to enough cues in order to understand whether others are actually 

being helpful or not.    

On the other hand, only those with higher levels of psychopathy were found to 

inaccurately assess others as less helpful in a highly helpful situation. This is in line with previous 

work indicating that psychopathy is linked with impulsivity and risk-taking, along with a callous-

unemotionality (Hare & Neumann, 2008). Previous work has also indicated that those with high 

levels of psychopathy assess vulnerable others as higher in emotionality than they actually were 

(Book et al., 2021). Further, in a prisoner’s dilemma game, they defected to low-value partners with 
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whom they did not envision a longer-term relationship (Gervais et al., 2013). Thus, it seems that 

those with high levels of psychopathy might impulsively assess others as easy to exploit, which 

might explain their inaccurately rating others as not helpful even when they are. 

However, those with high levels of Machiavellianism tend to be less impulsive and more 

strategic in their exploitation of others. Similarly, narcissism is associated only with a grandiose 

sense of self, overvalue themselves and therefore, might be attuned to social cues. Thus, it is likely 

that those with high Machiavellianism and narcissism pay attention to cues of others’ benefits to 

them (Jonason & Schmitt, 2012). 

Therefore, the present study adds to the list of work that finds that the three traits are 

distinct, even if they share the commonality of darkness. Further, the pattern of results show that 

psychopathy seems to dominate the other two traits in the DT, especially as it relates to their 

perception of others. The present study also has implications in understanding the DT in the 

context of reciprocity (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). Specifically, it seems that those with high levels 

of DT, and particularly psychopathy, are unable to accurately assess others’ help. Without this 

assessment, it is difficult to argue whether or not they engage in reciprocity. That is, if one does 

not accurately assess another person as being helpful in the first place, it might be difficult to 

argue that they do not reciprocate the help. Future work assessing reciprocity in the DT using 

cooperative games should also assess whether and how they appraise the aid. For example, it 

might be that they assess others’ help as an exploitable weakness. 

This study suffers from the limitations of using vignettes. Self-reported behavioral 

intentions are likely to differ from actual behavior (e.g., Eifler & Petzold, 2019). Future work should 

attempt to replicate this using cooperative games to measure reciprocity and benefit appraisals. 

Next, the internal consistency of the narcissism sub-scale was not adequate. Future work could use 

alternate measures, including measures acknowledging the multidimensionality of DT (Miller et 
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al., 2019). Keeping in mind these limitations, Study 2 was conducted to further our understanding 

of DT behavior in prosocial situations.  

 

Study 2 

In Study 1, we found that the Dark Triad is poor at assessing help from others. This is 

particularly true for those with high levels of psychopathy, who perceive help from others as not 

helpful. Thus, Study 2 aims to replicate the previous findings using a one-shot ultimatum game 

instead of using vignettes and also explore a possible mechanism behind defection. That is, 

whether misperception of helpfulness in prosocial situations leads to defection among the Dark 

Triad. 

It was hypothesized that:  

H1: DT and each subcomponent (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) significantly 

predict perception of help in the high-help and the low-help conditions. 

H2: DT and each subcomponent (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) significantly 

predict defection in the high-help and low-help conditions. 

H3: Perception of help significantly mediates the relationship between DT (and each 

subcomponent) and defection in the high-help and low-help conditions.  

 

5. Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited online via a multi-site entry. The study link was posted on 

websites such as Psychological Research on the Net, social media platforms, as well as on various 

Facebook and WhatsApp groups. The study consisted of a total sample of 1059 participants after 

cleaning the data for missing values and those who did not meet the inclusion criteria (individuals 
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over the age of 18 years and those who did not pass both of the attention checks) of the study. Of 

this, data from 713 participants were collected by the students of [retracted for blind review] as a 

part of their coursework and the rest were collected by the authors. The average age of the sample 

was 23.06 years. Of the total participants, 702 were women, 315 were men, 17 identified as non-

binary, and the others did not disclose their identity. 

Measures 

Short Dark Triad. A 27-item scale developed by Jones and Paulhus (2014) measuring 

Machiavellianism (𝛂 = 0.75), psychopathy1 (𝛂 = 0.67), and narcissism (𝛂 = 0.70) through nine 

items each, on a 5-point Likert scale (1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree). High cumulative 

scores on each subscale imply a high Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism personality 

traits, respectively.  

Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding Short Form. This 16-item inventory 

developed by Hart et al. (2015) measured two aspects of social desirability, self-deceptive 

enhancement (SDE, 𝛂 = 0.72) and impression management (IM, 𝛂 = 0.67), using a 7-point rating 

scale format (1 = not true to 7 = very true). Higher cumulative score implied higher social 

desirability. For the current study, the full scale was found to have a good reliability (𝛂 = 0.76). 

Ultimatum game (refer to Appendix B). The participants played a modified version of 

the one-shot ultimatum game. Specifically, participants were told that both they and Person X 

together won a lottery. Further, Person X was endowed with USD 1000 and was asked to share it 

with them. Knowing each other's financial state, Person X then either shared USD 200 (low help 

condition) or USD 800 (high help condition). This variable was manipulated between-participants. 

 
1 As a part of the data was collected in collaboration with [retracted for blind review], one item for 
psychopathy (“I enjoy having sex with people I hardly know”) was replaced with an alternative item 
“I like to pick on losers,” (item 26; initially proposed by the authors but later replaced) due to 
restrictions from their Intitiutional Review Board. Thus, this item was not included in the analysis 
and the 26-item scale was found to have a good reliability (𝛂 = 0.82). 
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The participant could either accept (coded as 1) whatever they are given or decline (coded as 0) 

the offer. By declining the offer, neither party got any reward.  

Perception of helpfulness. This 3-item scale developed by Wood et al. (2008) measured 

‘Genuine helpfulness’, ‘Perceived cost’, and ‘Perceived value’, using a 6-point Likert scale. After 

the ultimatum game, the participants were asked to rate how helpful Person X was to them using 

this scale. A higher score indicated a higher perception of help. For the current study, the scale 

had good reliability (𝛂 = 0.83). 

Procedure 

The experiment was conducted online using Qualtrics (2021). Participants filled out a few 

demographic details about themselves (the sexual orientation question was not included and a 

question on country of residence was added to the demographics for the data collected by 

[institution/country name retracted for blind review]), followed by the short dark triad 

questionnaire. Next, the participants played the one-shot ultimatum game where half of the 

participants were randomly assigned to the low help condition and the other half to the high help 

condition. After that, participants indicated whether they would accept the money proposed by 

Person X and then rate how helpful Person X was to them. Finally, participants’ social desirability 

was assessed.  

 

6. Results 

 Data were analyzed using the RStudio software version 1.4.1717 (RStudio team, 2021). 

Analysis was computed on a total sample of 1059 participants. Out of 523 participants in the low-

help condition, 249 accepted a low-help offer and had a mean perception of help of 6.63 (SD = 

2.95). Furthermore, of the 527 participants in the high-help condition, 92 participants rejected a 

high help offer and had a mean perception of help of 12.53 (SD = 3.47). For detailed descriptive 
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statistics and correlations, refer to Tables 2 and 3. Additionally, separate hierarchical regression 

analysis were computed to understand the impact of DT and its components on perception of 

help and defection while controlling for demographics (only those that were significant) along with 

social desirability. 

Influence of DT on perception of help in a situation (H1) 

 For both the low-help (b = 0.018, se = 0.011, t = 1.620, p = 0.106) and the high-help (b = -

0.005, se = 0.012, t = -0.413, p = 0.679) condition, DT did not significantly predict perception of 

help (refer to Figures S1 and S2 in supplementary material). 

Subcomponents of DT and perception of help.  

Individuals with a high score on psychopathy had a high perception of help in the low-help 

group (Table 4; refer to Figure S1 in supplementary material). Whereas Machiavellianism and 

narcissism did not significantly predict perception of help in the low-help condition. Additionally, it 

was also noted that psychopathy positively predicts perception of help even when controlling for 

other sub-components of DT (refer to Table S1 in supplementary material). On the other hand, 

among the high-help group none of the components predicted perception of help (Table 5; refer 

to Table S2 and Figure S2 in supplementary material).  

Influence of DT on defection during a situation (H2) 

 Among the low-help group, neither DT as a whole (b = -0.010, se = 0.007, z = -1.413, p = 

0.158) nor its components predicted acceptance or rejection of an offer (Table 6; refer to Table S3 

and Figure S3 in supplementary material). 

 For the high-help condition, DT did not predict acceptance or rejection of an offer (b = 

0.017, se = 0.01, z = 1.78, p = 0.075). Among the sub-components of DT, narcissism positively 

predicted acceptance or rejection of a high-help offer individually and even while controlling for 
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the other two sub-components (Table 7; refer to Table S4 and Figure S4 in supplementary 

material).  

Relationship between DT, perception of help, and defection (H3) 

 Additionally, mediation analysis using the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012) was 

computed to evaluate the mediating role of perception of help in the relationship between DT 

and defection. The total effect (b = -0.007, z = -1.26, p = 0.208) and the indirect effect (b = 0.003, 

z = 1.391, p = 0.164) were not significant for the low-help condition suggesting no mediation. For 

the high-help condition, the total effect (b = 0.013, z = 2.18, p = 0.029) was significant but the 

indirect effect (b = -0.001, z = -0.322, p = 0.748) was not significant also suggesting no mediation. 

 

7. Discussion 

Our findings unearth interesting insights into the role of DT traits in the perception of help 

and defection. DT as a whole did not predict the perception of help in both conditions; however, 

our findings show a rather curious role of psychopathy when singled out—it predicted the 

perception of help in the low help condition. Interestingly enough, only narcissism was linked to 

the likelihood of accepting a high help offer. 

Psychopathy is associated with callousness, impulsivity, irresponsibility, and anti-social 

behaviors among many others (Hare, 1985; Hare & Neumann, 2008; Williams et al., 2003). 

Moreover, psychopathy is also associated with affective dysfunction; specifically dysfunction of the 

amygdala (Blair, 2006). Our findings demonstrate how those with high psychopathy are more 

likely to have a high perception of help in the low help condition. We can speculate that 

dysfunctional affective processing may contribute to the diminished sensitivity of the individuals to 

understand that the help they are receiving is, in fact, inequitable. This finding relates to that of 

Osumi and Ohira (2010) where psychopathy was found to relate to the higher likelihood of 
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accepting unfair offers. The authors contest that the affective impairment of psychopathy, albeit 

maladaptive, can contribute to adaptive outcomes in society (Osumi & Ohira, 2010). Moreover, 

this finding can also be viewed in the light of the previously stated explanation in Study 1 where the 

possibility of those with high levels of DT using fewer cues in the evaluation of others (Black et al., 

2014) was considered, which contributes to their inability to understand when they have not been 

helped.  

With respect to narcissism, the trait has been notorious for assuming qualities of self-

entitlement, selfishness and manipulativeness, having an inflated sense of self, and an excessive 

need for admiration and the propensity towards exploiting social relationships (Emmons, 1987; 

Raskin & Hall, 1981). Studies have accounted for lower levels of empathy and perspective-taking in 

the sense of entitlement in narcissists (Hepper et al., 2014). Our findings show that high narcissism 

predicted a greater likelihood of acceptance of a high help offer, which could be understood 

through their high sense of self-entitlement. It is likely that those with high narcissism perceive that 

others are obliged to help them and with that high an offer and the agentic position to accept or 

reject that offer, a bedrock of validation and importance is provided to these individuals which is 

precisely what they thrive on and feel important. And as this trait’s association with entitlement is 

evidenced across literature (Raskin & Terry, 1988; Exline et al., 2004), it can be speculated that it is 

this that drives their acceptance of the offer in the high help condition because their gains matter 

most.  

Empathy and moral reasoning have been closely associated with prosocial behavior (Carlo 

et al., 1996; Eisenberg et al., 1995). Moreover, influence from one's surroundings including those 

from peers, parents, and school also predict one’s helping intention and prosociality (Lai et al., 

2015). Thus, it is possible that DT traits failed to predict perception of help and the acceptance or 

rejection of an offer in certain conditions because in order to perceive that one has been helped, a 
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level of empathy and moral reasoning could be necessary. Additionally, since DT traits are known 

for their coldhearted and callous nature with low levels of empathy (Paulus & Williams, 2002; 

Jones & Paulus, 2010) these traits did not contribute to influencing perception of helpfulness. It is 

likely that other factors, such as those listed by Lai et al. (2015) play a greater role in influencing 

prosocial behavior and perception of prosociality than the DT traits. Furthermore, a study by 

Rauthmann (2012) found that narcissists saw other people as less conscientious whereas 

Machiavellians saw other individuals as low in nurturance, gregariousness, global intelligence, 

openness, and interpersonal skills. This negative view of others by the DT might have impacted 

the findings of the study.    

There are certain limitations to the present study. First, the use of the one-shot ultimatum 

game may not be an entirely adequate method of understanding the influence of DT traits on 

acceptance or defection. In the one-shot ultimatum game, a responder does not get further 

chances to play or interact with the proposer. Hence, to understand how DT traits influence 

acceptance or rejection of offers and the emotional, affective, or cognitive reasons that drive this 

behavior, an iterated ultimatum game is needed to see how responders react over time. Moreover, 

our study does not explore these underlying emotional and cognitive factors that lead those high 

on DT traits to indulge in acceptance and defection behaviors along and the role of perception of 

help. Future studies could consider tapping into these aspects in an attempt to not only contribute 

to the vast literature dedicated to this domain of research but also could contribute to exploring 

effective intervention strategies that look to improve behaviors and interpersonal relations in 

people high on DT traits. For instance, recent research has shown that individual’s levels on the 

three DT traits were reduced with the help of interventions targeting agreeableness (Hudson, 

2022). Understanding the underlying emotional and cognitive mechanisms that are at play can 

help devise targeted training and interventions in an attempt to enhance prosocial behavior and 
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interpersonal relations. The present study did not assess the gendered impact of DT on 

perception of help and defection however, this can be examined in future studies by having an 

equal representation of gender. Finally, the study made use of self-report measures to assess DT 

as well as perception of help. Future work could also use peer-report to replicate and extend these 

findings.  

 

8. Conclusion 

 The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between the DT and perception 

of help and a possible linkage to defection while playing a one-shot ultimatum game. Specifically, 

previous studies have indicated that those with higher levels of the dark triad are likely to defect in 

cooperative situations, are unlikely to be prosocial, and do not express gratitude. This study 

attempted to understand the underlying mechanisms behind prosociality (or lack thereof) among 

those with higher levels of the dark triad traits. Study 1 revealed that psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism were linked to appraisal of others as helpful when they were actually not. Further, 

when others were highly helpful, those with high levels of psychopathy appraised others as less 

helpful. Study 2 partially replicated Study 1 and showed that individuals with psychopathy traits 

were indeed unable to recognize when others' were not helpful towards them in the low-help 

condition. Additionally, those having higher levels of narcissistic traits showed a greater likelihood 

of accepting a high help offer. However, misperception of help did not mediate the relationship 

between dark triad and defection while playing a one-shot ultimatum game. 

 This study provides insight into the behavior of individuals with higher levels of DT traits in 

prosocial situations. Furthermore, the study also highlights how the dark traits misperceive when 

others have been helpful towards them and when they have not.
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and zero-order correlations of relevant variables 

 M SD Cronbach’s α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Age 23.37 8.04          

2. Machiavellianism 26.35 6.25 0.76 -0.21***        

3. Narcissism 25.09 4.62 0.50 -0.1** 0.3***       

4. Psychopathy 18.39 5.42 0.71 -0.18*** 0.53*** 0.3***      

5. Composite Dark 
Triad 

69.84 12.57 0.81 -0.22*** 0.84*** 0.65*** 0.81***     

6. Perception of help  36.36 10.1 0.89 0.01 0.05 -0.07 0.03 0.02    

7. Self-Deceptive 
Enhancement 

30.44 7.48 0.67 0.16*** -0.06 0.19*** -0.05 0.02 -0.11**   

8. Impression 
Management 

34.1 8.16 0.69 0.21*** -0.42*** -0.08* -0.41*** -0.41*** -0.01 0.37***  

9. Composite Social 
Desirability 

64.53 12.94 0.75 0.22*** -0.3*** 0.06 -0.29*** -0.25*** -0.07 0.81*** 0.84*** 

Note.  ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05 
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Table 2 

Sample descriptives and correlation for low-help group 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Age 23.06 8.32           

2. Gender 1.76 0.61 -.15**          

3. Occupation 1.53 1.18 .37** -0.00         

4. SES 6.97 1.78 -.04 -0.06 -.13**        

5. Machiavellianism 27.69 5.64 -.07* -.06* -.05 .05       

6. Narcissism 25.8 5.26 0.00 -.09** .01 .14** .31**      

7. Psychopathy 18.34 4.67 -.02 -.08** .03 .05 .54** .30**     

8. Short dark triad 71.82 11.96 -.04 -.10** -.03 .11** .82** .70** .78**    
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9. Defection- low 

help 

0.48 0.5 -.06 -.01 0.00 -.01 -.07 -.02 -.04 -.06   

10. Perception of 

help- low help 

6.63 2.95 .07 -.11* -.03 .06 .07 0.00 .12** .08 .33**  

11. Social desirability 65.93 12.89 .26** -.13** .10** .10** -.24** .22** -.28** -.12** -.04 .01 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 

Table 3 

Sample descriptives and correlation for high-help group 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Age 23.06 8.32           

2. Gender 1.76 0.61 -.15**          

3. Occupation 1.53 1.18 .37** -.00         

4. SES 6.97 1.78 -.04 -.06 -.13**        

5. Machiavellianism 27.69 5.64 -.07* -.06* -.05 .05       
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6. Narcissism 25.8 5.26 0.00 -.09** .01 .14** .31**      

7. Psychopathy 18.34 4.67 -.02 -.08** -.03 .05 .54** .30**     

8. Short dark triad 71.82 11.96 -.04 -.10** -.03 .11** .82** .70** .78**    

9. Defection- high help 0.83 0.38 -.12** -.05 -.09* .03 .08 .08 .07 .10*   

10. Perception of help- 

high help 

12.53 3.47 -.01 .03 -.04 .04 -.03 .02 -.03 -.02 .30**  

11. Social desirability 65.93 12.89 .26** -.13** .10** .10** -.24** .22** -.28** -.12** -.12** -.03 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 4 

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components and perception of help (Low-help group) 

  Step 1 Step 2a Step 2b Step 2c 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Social desirability 0.001 0.01 0.004 0.01      

Gender -0.503* 0.198 -0.470* 0.199      

Machiavellianism    0.032 0.023      

Narcissism     -0.003 0.025    

Psychopathy       0.081** 0.029 

           

R² 0.012 0.016 0.012 0.027 

F 3.292* 2.838* 2.197 4.783** 

Δ R²   0.004 3.62E-05 0.014 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Table 5 

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components and perception of help (high-help group) 

  Step 1 Step 2a Step 2b Step 2c 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Social desirability -0.006 0.011 -0.008 0.012 -0.008 0.012 -0.009 0.012 

Machiavellianism    -0.020 0.027      

Narcissism     0.02 0.029    

Psychopathy       -0.031 0.032 

           

R² 0.0006 0.0017 0.0015 0.0024 

F 0.338 0.4537 0.407 0.63 

Δ R²   0.0011 0.0009 0.00176 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6 
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Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components and defection (Low-help group) 

  Step 1 Step 2a Step 2b Step 2c 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Social desirability -0.006 0.006 -0.009 0.007 -0.005 0.006 -0.008 0.007 

Machiavellianism    -0.029 0.016     

Narcissism     -0.005 0.017   

Psychopathy       -0.023 0.02 

AIC 724.45 723.19 726.35 725.09 

Deviance   3.254 0.099 1.358 
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Table 7 

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components and defection (high-help group) 

  Step 1 Step 2a Step 2b Step 2c 

Variable b SE b SE b SE b SE 

Social desirability -0.0198* 0.009 -0.018 0.009 -0.026** 0.01 -0.017 0.009 

Age -0.0157 0.013 -0.015 0.013 -0.012 0.013 -0.016 0.013 

Occupation -0.1224 0.095 -0.117 0.095 -0.112 0.096 -0.121 0.095 

Machiavellianism    0.019 0.021     

Narcissism      0.055* 0.023   

Psychopathy       0.024 0.025 

AIC 479.69 480.83 476.07 480.77 

Deviance  0.856 5.613* 0.914 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Appendix A 

Helpfulness vignettes 

Low help 

1. You are living alone and you receive an unexpectedly high electricity bill. You can afford 

to pay the bill with the money in your bank account without much of a problem. You 

receive a visit from your aunt, and tell her about your situation. She later phones you and 

offers to pay the bill. She does not really care about helping you, but rather wants to raise 

your family’s opinion of her, and will no doubt remind them of it for some time to come. 

Your aunt is very rich and the cost of the bill will seem like a very small amount of money 

to her. 

2. You have missed your college/university classes for a month due to an illness. The classes 

you missed were introductory classes and so were not very important or difficult. You need 

to get your hands on the materials discussed in those classes. A girl who had sat next to 

you, someone you don’t know so well, heard that you were looking for class notes and 

decided to photocopy them for you because she knew you would be able to help her 

complete her assignments in return. The effort, time, and money needed to be put in was 

negligible for the girl. 

3. You have recently quit your previous job and are applying to a new one. The company to 

which you are applying is a start-up, and hence is much smaller, and the salary is not much 

higher. You need a letter of recommendation from your previous employer. Your ex-

supervisor agreed to write a recommendation for you on the understanding that you would 

refer him when a position opens up in your new company. Writing a recommendation 

letter is common practice, and your ex-supervisor did not go through much trouble to do 

so. 
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High help 

1. You are living alone and you receive an unexpectedly high electricity bill. You do not have 

the money to pay the bill and will get into a lot of trouble when the company contacts a 

debt collection agency. You receive a visit from your aunt, and tell her about your 

situation. She later phones you and offers to pay the bill. Your aunt is a generous woman 

and she genuinely wants to help you. Your aunt relies on her state pension and paying the 

bill will represent a considerable amount of money to her. 

2. You have missed your college/university classes for a month due to an illness. The classes 

were essential to your degree and were in difficult subjects. You need to get your hands on 

the materials discussed in those classes. A girl who had sat next to you, someone you don’t 

know so well, heard that you were looking for class notes and decided to photocopy them 

for you out of kindness. The effort, time, and money that the girl put into photocopying all 

the notes for you was substantial and took away from her own study time. 

3. You have recently quit your previous job and are applying to a new one. The company to 

which you are applying is much bigger and the salary is much higher. You need a letter of 

recommendation from your previous employer. You did not leave the previous company 

on the best terms with the upper management but your immediate supervisor agreed to 

write you a recommendation letter in order to help you get the job. Your ex-supervisor 

had to write the letter without the upper management knowing, and if they were to find 

out he would be in a lot of trouble.  
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Appendix B 

Ultimatum game 

You have just been laid off at your job. Because of your financial need, you ended up 

buying a lottery ticket. Due to an unfortunate error on the organizer’s part, somebody else (X) 

also had the same winning ticket. From your conversations in an online lottery forum, they know 

that you have some financial difficulties. You also know that they are independently wealthy. You 

both won the lottery, but now have to split the money of USD 1000 (approximately INR 74,600, 

for conversion to a different currency click here) among yourselves before the organizers find out. 

If they find out that two people have won the lottery, they will declare the result as void and 

neither of you will get any prize money.  

You and X jointly decided that X would collect the prize money.  

Low help condition  

When you meet X, they decide to give you only USD 200 (approximately INR 15,000) 

and keep USD 800 (approximately INR 59,700) for themselves. If you accept the offer, you get 

USD 200 (approximately INR 15,000); if you reject the offer, you can inform the organizers about 

the ticketing error and ensure that both of you do not get any prize money.  

High help condition  

When you meet X, they decide to give you USD 800 (approximately INR 59,700) and 

keep USD 200 (approximately INR 15,000) for themselves. If you accept the offer, you get USD 

800 (approximately INR 59,700); if you reject the offer, you can inform the organizers about the 

ticketing error and ensure that both of you do not get any prize money.  

Do you accept the money? Yes = 1; No = 0 
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Supplementary material 

 

Table S1 

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components (while controlling for two sub-components) and perception of help (Low-help group) 

Step 1 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  0.001 0.01 Social desirability  0.001 0.01 Social desirability  0.001 0.01 

Gender -0.503* 0.198 Gender -0.503* 0.198 Gender -0.503* 0.198 

R² 0.012 R² 0.012 R² 0.012 

F 3.292* F 3.292* F 3.292* 

Step 2 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  0.006 0.01 Social desirability  0.009 0.01 Social desirability  0.013 0.011 

Gender -0.468* 0.199 Gender -0.457* 0.198 Gender -0.455* 0.197 

Machiavellianism  0.039 0.025 Machiavellianism  -0.001 0.027 Narcissism -0.036 0.027 
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Narcissism -0.018 0.027 Psychopathy 0.082* 0.034 Psychopathy 0.098** 0.032 

R² 0.017 R² 0.027 R² 0.03 

F 2.24 F 3.58** F 4.032** 

Step 3 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  0.014 0.011 Social desirability  0.014 0.011 Social desirability  0.014 0.011 

Gender -0.451* 0.198 Gender -0.451* 0.198 Gender -0.451* 0.198 

Machiavellianism  0.006 0.028 Machiavellianism  0.006 0.028 Narcissism -0.037 0.028 

Narcissism -0.037 0.028 Psychopathy 0.094** 0.035 Psychopathy 0.094** 0.035 

Psychopathy 0.094** 0.035 Narcissism -0.037 0.028 Machiavellianism  0.006 0.028 

R² 0.03 R² 0.03 R² 0.03 

F 3.232** F 3.232** F 3.232** 

Δ R² 0.0008 Δ R² -9.00E-03 Δ R² -0.012 

Note. * indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01. 
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Table S2  

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components (while controlling for two sub-components) and perception of help (high-help group) 

Step 1 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.006 0.011 Social desirability  -0.006 0.011 Social desirability  -0.006 0.011 

R² 0.0006 R² 0.0006 R² 0.0006 

F 0.338 F 0.338 F 0.338 

Step 2 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.014 0.012 Social desirability  -0.01 0.012 Social desirability  -0.015 0.012 

Machiavellianism  -0.034 0.03 Machiavellianism  -0.009 0.031 Narcissism 0.035 0.031 

Narcissism 0.034 0.031 Psychopathy -0.025 0.037 Psychopathy -0.046 0.035 

R² 0.004 R² 0.002 R² 0.004 

F 0.7008 F 0.452 F 0.854 
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Step 3 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.016 0.013 Social desirability  -0.016 0.013 Social desirability  -0.016 0.013 

Machiavellianism  -0.021 0.032 Machiavellianism  -0.021 0.032 Narcissism 0.041 0.032 

Narcissism 0.041 0.032 Psychopathy -0.036 0.038 Psychopathy -0.036 0.038 

Psychopathy -0.036 0.038 Narcissism 0.041 0.032 Machiavellianism  -0.021 0.032 

R² 0.005 R² 0.005 R² 0.005 

F 0.744 F 0.744 F 0.744 

Δ R² 0.001 Δ R² 0.002 Δ R² 0.0001 
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Table S3  

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components (while controlling for two sub-components) and defection (low-help group) 

Step 1 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.006 0.006 Social desirability  -0.006 0.006 Social desirability  -0.006 0.006 

AIC 724.45 AIC 724.45 AIC 724.45 

Step 2 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.009 0.007 Social desirability  -0.009 0.007 Social desirability  -0.008 0.007 

Machiavellianism  -0.031 0.017 Machiavellianism  -0.026 0.018 Narcissism 0.002 0.018 

Narcissism 0.006 0.018 Psychopathy -0.006 0.023 Psychopathy -0.024 0.022 

AIC 725.07 AIC 725.12 AIC 727.06 

Step 3 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.01 0.007 Social desirability  -0.01 0.007 Social desirability  -0.01 0.007 
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Machiavellianism  -0.028 0.019 Machiavellianism  -0.028 0.019 Narcissism 0.008 0.019 

Narcissism 0.008 0.019 Psychopathy -0.009 0.024 Psychopathy -0.009 0.024 

Psychopathy -0.009 0.024 Narcissism 0.008 0.019 Machiavellianism  -0.028 0.019 

AIC 726.92 AIC 726.92 AIC 726.92 

 

Table S4 

Hierarchical regression between dark triad sub-components (while controlling for two sub-components) and defection (high-help group) 

Step 1 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.0198* 0.009 Social desirability  -0.0198* 0.009 Social desirability  -0.0198* 0.009 

Age -0.016 0.013 Age -0.016 0.013 Age -0.016 0.013 

Occupation -0.122 0.095 Occupation -0.122 0.095 Occupation -0.122 0.095 

AIC 479.69 AIC 479.69 AIC 479.69 

Step 2 b SE   b SE   b SE 
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Social desirability  -0.026** 0.01 Social desirability  -0.017 0.01 Social desirability  -0.026* 0.01 

Age -0.012 0.013 Age -0.016 0.013 Age -0.012 0.013 

Occupation -0.112 0.096 Occupation -0.118 0.095 Occupation -0.112 0.096 

Machiavellianism  -0.0002 0.023 Machiavellianism  0.012 0.024 Narcissism 0.054* 0.025 

Narcissism 0.055* 0.025 Psychopathy 0.017 0.029 Psychopathy 0.001 0.027 

AIC 478.07 AIC 482.51 AIC 478.07 

Step 3 b SE   b SE   b SE 

Social desirability  -0.026* 0.011 Social desirability  -0.026* 0.011 Social desirability  -0.026* 0.011 

Age -0.012 0.013 Age -0.012 0.013 Age -0.012 0.013 

Occupation -0.112 0.096 Occupation -0.112 0.096 Occupation -0.112 0.096 

Machiavellianism  -0.001 0.025 Machiavellianism  -0.001 0.025 Narcissism 0.054* 0.026 

Narcissism 0.054* 0.026 Psychopathy 0.002 0.03 Psychopathy 0.002 0.03 
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Psychopathy 0.002 0.03 Narcissism 0.054* 0.026 Machiavellianism  -0.001 0.025 

AIC 480.07 AIC 480.07 AIC 480.07 

Note. * indicates p < .05. ** indicates p < .01. 
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Figure S1  

Relationship between dark triad and perception of help in a low-help condition 

 

Figure S2  

Relationship between dark triad and perception of help in a high-help condition 
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Figure S3  

Relationship between dark triad and defection in a low-help condition 

 

Figure S4  

Relationship between dark triad and defection of help in a high-help condition 

 

 


