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Abstract 

There is a lack of validated theories to explain trait covariation. Lukaszewski proposed a 

model where trait covariation within an interpersonal syndrome could be explained by 

Relative Bargaining Power (RBP) – “a joint function of one’s ability to benefit others and 

harm others”. The present study aims to find out if the aforementioned model can also explain 

the covariation within the Dark Triad (Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy) 

personality traits. Specifically, it was theorized that the individual trait covariation within the 

Dark Triad personality traits can be explained by individual differences in RBP. Several 

questionnaires were used: Social Comparison Scale, Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry 

Questionnaire, Short Dark Triad measure and PMT-K-2. 152 adolescents from the school of 

higher general secondary education (in Dutch: havo) participated. This study did not find 

significant support for RBP as a common calibrator of the Dark Triad traits, however it does 

advance research on RBP as a possible explanation for trait covariation. This study reveals an 

association between the Dark Triad traits and RBP among adolescents. The association 

between the Dark Triad traits and RBP should be studied more extensively.  
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Relative bargaining power as a common calibrator of the Dark Triad traits 

Why are physically strong individuals more aggressive (Archer & Thanzami, 2007; 

Sell, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2009)? Why are extraverted individuals highly sociable (Anderson, 

John, Keltner, & Kring, 2001; Campbell, Simpson, Stewart, & Manning, 2003)? Trait 

covariation within individuals is a big part of the foundation for most research about 

personality, but there is still a lack of validated theories which explain why there is trait 

covariation (John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008; Lukaszewski, 2013; Miller, 2011; Nettle, 2011). 

Trait covariation means that changes in some traits are accompanied by changes in other traits 

(Adams & Felice, 2014). Lukaszewski’s (2013) has tried to fill the void of validated theories 

by introducing a theory to explain trait covariation. He tried to explain trait covariation within 

a particular ‘interpersonal syndrome’. This ‘interpersonal syndrome’ was composed of 

various traits that have been found to correlate in previous studies (extraversion, approach 

motivation, emotionality, fear of rejection, avoidance motivation, interpersonal trust and 

attachment styles). He tried to explain this by theorizing that the traits within this 

‘interpersonal syndrome’ are inter-correlated because each is facultatively calibrated (i.e. trait 

levels are conditionally adjusted in response to cues available over development) in response 

to the Relative Bargaining Power (RBP) Index.  

RBP entails having the ability to confer benefits on others and the ability to inflict 

costs on others (Sell et al., 2009). According to Lukaszewski (2013) researchers have 

proposed that indicators for RBP are physical attractiveness and physical formidability. These 

are indicators of RBP because they predict the ability to benefit or harm others. People with a 

higher RBP are at a competitive advantage when it comes to attracting associates, maintaining 

existing relationships and achieving social status (Lukaszewski, 2013). According to 

Lukaszewski (2013) the traits from the ‘interpersonal syndrome’ are more adaptive for 

individuals with high RBP. For instance, highly extraverted behaviour can lead to large 
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potential benefits (e.g. social status and mating success), but also to large potential costs (e.g. 

exposure to social conflicts) (Anderson et al., 2001; Ashton & Lee, 2007; Campbell et al., 

2003; Nettle, 2005). However, a high-RBP individual can expect that others will prefer to 

associate with him or her over others, and confer status upon him or her (Lukaszewski, 2013). 

Therefore, an individual with high RBP is more likely to acquire the benefits, and less likely 

to experience the costs of highly extraverted behaviour. This was the case for each of the traits 

from the ‘interpersonal syndrome’.  

There was significant support found for Lukaszewski’s proposed model.  Self-

perceived RBP had radiating calibrational influences on the traits within the interpersonal 

syndrome, which mediated effects of RBP-enhancing features (e.g. physical attractiveness, 

physical formidability) on each of the interpersonal traits. Also, controlling for self-perceived 

RBP eliminated the great majority of covariation within the interpersonal syndrome, which 

means that the association between any given pair of traits was mediated through self-

perceived RBP (Lukaszewski, 2013). These results support the core premise of the proposed 

model. Thus, trait covariation within that interpersonal syndrome can be explained by RBP.   

Dark Triad: Costs and Benefits 

The present study aims to find out if the aforementioned model can also explain the 

covariation within the Dark Triad personality traits. Narcissism, psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism are the three Dark Triad personality traits. Narcissists have a tendency to 

have grandiose self-views (Twenge & Campbell, 2003), psychopaths tend to be impulsive and 

have little empathy (Paulhus & Williams, 2002) and individuals with Machiavellianism have 

a tendency to exploit others for their own advantage (Wilson, Near & Miller, 1996). In the last 

decade, narcissism, psychopathy and Machiavellianism have been studied a lot in relation to 

adults. However in relation to adolescents not much is known about the effect of the Dark 

Triad personality traits (Klimstra, Sijtsema, Henrichs, & Cima, 2014).  
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The three traits are mostly seen as undesirable and have significant overlap, which is 

why they are termed the Dark Triad (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The Dark Triad traits share 

a number of features. All three entail social malevolence, emotional coldness, aggressiveness, 

disagreeableness, disinhibition, self-centeredness and duplicity (Furnham et al., 2013; Jones 

& Paulhus, 2011; Lau & Marsee, 2013; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). A common underlying 

element could be a possible explanation for the significant overlap between the Dark Triad 

traits (Paulhus & William, 2002). For instance, in earlier research, callousness (Jones & 

Paulhus, 2011), agreeableness (Jakobwitz & Egan, 2006) and social exploitativeness 

(Jonason, Li, Webster, & Schmitt, 2009) were researched as the possible common element. 

This study tries to explain the common variance between the Dark Triad traits with RBP. 

As mentioned above, the Dark Triad traits have traditionally been considered as 

undesirable traits (Jonason, Li, & Buss, 2010). Psychopaths show an increased risk for both 

instrumental (i.e. premeditated aggressive action in order to achieve a specific goal) and 

reactive aggression (Cornell et al., 1996).  The potential costs of this aggressive behaviour can 

be a lack of harmonious interpersonal relationships, punishment, physical risks and a reduced 

life expectancy (Glenn, Kurzban, & Raine, 2011). The costs of narcissistic behaviour is more 

evident in the long-term (Campbell & Campbell, 2009). Narcissists are more likely, in the 

long-term, to make overconfident decisions, have difficulty learning from feedback 

(Campbell, Goodie, & Foster, 2004), have higher likelihood to serve time in prison (Bushman 

& Baumeister, 2002), have reduced likeability (Paulhus, 1998) and have romantic relationship 

troubles (Jonason et al., 2010; Jonason et al., 2009). Individuals with Machiavellianism have 

deficits in empathy and perspective taking (Lyons & Aitken, 2010), which negatively impact 

the ability to form close, conflict-free friendships (Lyons, Caldwell, & Shultz, 2010; Berry, 

Willingham, & Thayer, 2000). They are, of the three Dark Triad traits, the most cynical 



RBP AS A COMMON CALIBRATOR OF THE DARK TRIAD 

TRAITS  6 
 

toward other people (Rauthmann, 2012) and, along with psychopathy, have the ‘darkest’ 

personalities (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012). 

 Even though the strategies associated with these traits are viewed as socially 

undesirable, recent research has suggested that not only may the traits be advantageous for 

attaining goals (Hogan & Hogan, 2001; Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012) but they may also serve 

important adaptive functions, especially for mating purposes (Jonason et al., 2010). 

Psychopaths seem to have some desirable traits. They are, for example, seen as charming, 

likeable and intelligent (Ray & Ray, 1982). According to Glenn et al. (2011) the lack of guilt 

a psychopath feels can make it easier for him or her to obtain resources from others, because 

guilt has been shown to cause people to choose altruistic actions that lead to worse financial 

outcomes for themselves. Psychopaths may also be able to gain status, social alliances, and 

resources with little investment of their own resources by conning their way to the top of a 

company (Glenn et al., 2011).  

Narcissists tend to be socially daring, have higher self-esteem (Emmons, 1984), are 

highly extraverted (Bradlee & Emmons, 1992), less depressed, and have less social anxiety 

(Watson & Biderman, 1993). Machiavellian adolescents were seen as socially skilled, liked 

by their peers, and were well adjusted (Hawley, 2003). Machiavellianism’s behavioural 

strategies are also related to career success (Book, Visser, & Volk, 2015). A person who 

scores high on Machiavellianism has a higher chance of being chosen and identified as a 

leader, is seen as more persuasive, appears to direct the tone and content of interactions and 

outcomes and is preferred as romantic partner (Wilson, Near, & Miller, 1998). Thus, high 

levels of Dark Triad traits often help individuals acquire a leadership position (Furnham, 

Richards, & Paulhus, 2013).  

Narcissists, Machiavellian individuals and psychopaths all make a good impression at 

first, which may increases short-term mating successes, but they might not be well suited for 



RBP AS A COMMON CALIBRATOR OF THE DARK TRIAD 

TRAITS  7 
 

or interested in an long-term relationship (Brewer & Abell, 2015; Glenn et al., 2011; 

Holtzman & Strube, 2010; Jonason et al., 2010; Jonason et al., 2009; Lyons & Aitken, 2010). 

Jonason et al. (2009) found that those who score high on the Dark Triad traits form 

advantageous environments for short-term mating by having a generally lower set of 

standards in their mates. This is to guarantee abundant supply of potential short-term mates. 

The superficially charming nature of the Dark Triad individuals might be an evolutionary 

adaptive short-term mating strategy aimed to fertilise females early on before any relationship 

disintegrates (Lyons & Aitken, 2010).  

For which individuals are high levels on Dark Triad traits most and least adaptive? 

The Dark Triad can not only lead to large potential benefits (e.g. short-term mating 

success, social status and career success) but also to large potential costs (e.g. lack of 

harmonious interpersonal relationships, reduced likeability, physical risks and reduced life 

expectancy) (Book et al., 2015; Brewer & Abell, 2015; Glenn et al., 2011; Holtzman & 

Strube, 2010; Jonason et al., 2010; Jonason et al., 2009; Lyons & Aitken, 2010; Paulhus, 

1998). However, personal characteristics are often facultatively calibrated in response to cues 

that can predict the cost-benefit ratios of different trait levels (Lukaszewski, 2013). So, for 

which individuals are high levels on Dark Triad traits most and least adaptive? In other words, 

for which individuals do the benefits of high Dark Triad trait levels outweigh the costs? The 

core argument advanced in the present study is that the adaptive value of the Dark Triad traits 

can be dependent on RBP. For example, according to Holtzman and Strube (2010) Dark Triad 

individuals tend to pursue short-term mating strategies and physical attractiveness play an 

important role in the success of these strategies. It has been shown that physical attractiveness 

is more desirable in short-term mating contexts than in long-term mating contexts (Holtzman 

& Strube, 2010). So if short-term mating contexts are favourable for Dark Triad traits, and if 

short-term mating contexts are favourable to attractive people, then this should lead to a 
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positive Dark triad trait-attractiveness correlation (Holtzman & Strube, 2010). And therefore 

it could also lead to a positive RBP-Dark triad trait correlation. The short-term mating 

strategy is more advantageous for men with Dark Triad traits than for women with Dark Triad 

traits (Jonason, Valentine, Li, & Harbeson, 2011). Therefore, physical attractiveness might be 

less important for female Dark Triad individuals. 

It was mentioned above that the adaptive value of the Dark Triad traits can be 

dependent on RBP. Another example of this is that the Dark Triad behaviour will often 

expose one to conflicts with others (Cornell et al., 1996; Glenn, Kurzban et al., 2011 Paulhus 

& Williams, 2002; Wilson, Near et al., 1996), and these conflicts often involve physical force 

(Lukaszewski & Roney, 2011). Physical strength is a major component of a person’s ability to 

inflict costs on others. Hence, an individual’s formidability index should be higher when they 

have greater strength (Sell et al., 2009). For an individual high on formidability it would be 

beneficial to display Dark Triad behaviour, because they would obtain the benefits (e.g. 

obtaining resources/status) and are less likely to suffer the costs (e.g. social of physical 

conflict) (Lukaszewski, 2013). As such, this study expects to see an association between the 

Dark Triad traits and formidability and therefore also an association between the Dark Triad 

traits and RBP. High formidability is probably more advantageous for men with Dark Triad 

traits then for women. Men have evolved to have significantly more upper-body muscle mass 

and greater upper-body physical strength then women (Lukaszewski & Roney, 2011; Sell et 

al., 2009). Therefore, men are better equipped to defend themselves in conflict. Overall, the 

Dark Triad approach to life is more adaptive for men than for women. Men have lower costs 

and greater benefits for living such a life (Jonason, Valentine, Li, & Harbeson, 2011; Jonason, 

Webster, Schmitt, Li & Crysel, 2012). Because Dark Triad behaviour is more adaptive for 

men, this study expects that the association between RBP and the Dark Triad traits is stronger 

for men than for women. 
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Present Study 

What this study hypothesises is that the individual trait covariation in the Dark Triad 

personality traits can be explained by individual differences in RBP. This study helps to 

understand the underlying causes of the Dark Triad trait behaviours and this is important 

because the three Dark Triad traits are correlated with significant social, emotional and legal 

harm (Furnham et al., 2013), some of which is mentioned above. This study makes the 

following specific predictions: 

 Prediction 1: Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy are positively inter-

correlated.  

 Prediction 2:  Self-perceived RBP is positively associated with Machiavellianism, 

Narcissism and with psychopathy. 

 Prediction 3: The association between RBP and the Dark Triad traits is stronger for 

boys than for girls. 

 Prediction 4: To the extent that the covariation among the Dark Triad traits is in fact 

due to common calibrational influences of the RBP, controlling for self-perceived 

RBP will reduce the observed patterns of multi-trait covariation. 

Method 

Participants  

For this study 152 adolescents from grade 4 and grade 5 of secondary school of the 

Sondervick College were included. 63.8% of the participants were male and they were born 

between 1997 and 2000 (M = 1998.93). These students are from the school of higher general 

secondary education (in Dutch: havo). Because the questionnaire is in Dutch, students with 

Dutch as a second language were excluded from the study.  
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Measures 

 For this study several questionnaires were used, these were inserted into 

Questionnaire. To collect information about self-perceived RBP, an adapted version of the 

Social Comparison Scale (Allan & Gilbert, 1995) was used. The Social Comparison Scale 

measures formidability and attractiveness and these two RBP indicators were combined into a 

self-perceived RBP index. The adapted Social Comparison Scale consists of six items (α 

=.28) which need to be answered by putting a mark on a ten point scale. Each item begins 

with the sentence ‘In relationship to others I generally feel…’ and is combined with a bipolar 

construct, for example ‘likeable – less likeable’. The adapted version includes one item from 

the Rank subscale (weaker-stronger) and one item from the Social Attractiveness subscale 

(unattractive-more attractive). To measure formidability and attractiveness more accurately 

the items ‘less beautiful-more beautiful’, ‘less handsome-more handsome’, ‘harmless when 

I’m mad-dangerous when I’m mad’ and ‘bad fighter-good fighter’ have been added. The 

Social Comparison scale is purely evaluative and does not make any reference to one’s 

characteristic social response. And so the items do not measure personality, but instead 

indexes one’s overall RBP (Lukaszewski, 2013). 

 At Tilburg University the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Questionnaire (NARQ) 

(Back et al., 2013) is the standard questionnaire for measuring narcissism. The NARQ is 

intended to measure the two narcissistic dimensions: admiration and rivalry. In the current 

study the Dutch short version of the NARQ was used.  The short version consists of the single 

items with the strongest factor loadings on each facet (Back et al., 2013). It consists of 6 items 

(α =.81) which need to be answered on a 6-point likert-type scale. Example items include ‘I 

deserve to be seen as a great personality’; ‘I want my rivals to fail’ and ‘Most people are 

somehow losers’.  



RBP AS A COMMON CALIBRATOR OF THE DARK TRIAD 

TRAITS  11 
 

The Short Dark Triad measure (Jones & Paulhus, 2014) was used to collect 

information about Machiavellianism and psychopathy. The questions that measure narcissism 

were excluded. The Short Dark Triad has been compared to the only other short measure of 

all three dark triad traits, the Dirty Dozen (Jonason & Webster, 2010). And in this study they 

concluded that the Short Dark Triad adequately captures the nuances of each construct and the 

Dirty Dozen only captures limited elements (Lee et al., 2013). The Short Dark Triad measures 

the classic conceptions of the Dark Triad traits and meets acceptable psychometric standards 

(Jones & Paulhus, 2014). It consists of 18 items, 9 for each trait, and the response format is 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The internal consistency for the Machiavellianism 

items (α =.78) and the psychopathy items (α =.58) were measured. Example items for 

Machiavellianism include ‘I like to use clever manipulation to get my way’ and ‘It is wise to 

keep track of information that you can use against people later’. Example items for 

psychopathy include: ‘I like to get revenge on authorities’ and ‘I enjoy having sex with people 

I hardly know’. The items were translated from English to Dutch, and back translated to 

English by a second translator. The Dutch version was used in this study. 

To have an indication to which extent the participants responses were influenced by 

self-representation biases, the ‘Prestatie Motivatie Test voor Kinderen’ (PMT-K-2) (Hermans, 

2011) was used to measure social desirability. The PMT-K-2 is a Dutch questionnaire 

intended to measure achievement motivation, performance anxiety and social desirability. For 

the current study only the social desirability subscale was used. It consists of 23 multiple-

choice items (α =.72). Example items include: ‘when I am mad I (a) show it (b) don’t show it’ 

and ‘when I make a mistake I (a) always admit it (b) never admit it’.  

Procedure 

The study was conducted at Sondervick College, a secondary school in Veldhoven, the 

Netherlands. The principal was contacted for permission to conduct the research. The general 
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idea of the study was explained. With permission of the school, the parents (passive consent), 

and the participants (active consent before participation), the children filled out online 

questionnaires, these were send to their email address and could be filled out at home, during 

mentor hour or during study hour. As an incentive, seven gift cards and five movie tickets 

were randomly allotted to participant which filled out the complete questionnaire. This study 

is part of a larger research project, studying various aspects of the effect of RBP on certain 

personality traits. The students had to fill out multiple questionnaires which will be used for 

the overall research project. Research data from all the students can be used in the statistical 

analysis of each study. For this study they had to fill out the Social Comparison scale, the 

Short Dark Triad questionnaire and the Social Desirability scale. To ensure the privacy and 

anonymity of the participants, the data of the children will not contain any name, but will be 

coded with a number combination.  

Statistical analysis  

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 20.0. To test the first and second 

hypothesis we analysed the inter-correlation between RBP, Machiavellianism, Narcissism and 

psychopathy, a zero-order correlation is used amongst all measured variables. To test the first 

hypothesis, if the Dark Triad traits are inter-correlated, the correlations between the three 

traits were analysed. To answer the second prediction, if RBP is positively correlated with the 

Dark Triad traits, the correlations between RBP and the three traits were analysed.  

Next, three multiple regression with interaction effect were performed to analyse if the 

effect from RBP on the dark triad traits changes when it interacts with gender. The Dark triad 

traits are the dependent variable. In the first block, RBP and gender are the independent 

variables. In the second block the interaction effect of RBP and gender was tested. RBP and 

gender were computed into a new variable. This was added as an independent variable in 
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block 2. Lastly, to find out if the observed patterns of multi-trait covariation are reduced when 

controlling for self-perceived RBP, a partial correlation was performed. 

Results 

In Table 1 descriptive statistics can be found. As can be seen in Table 2, in support of 

prediction 1, the correlations between Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy were all 

in the predicted direction (positive), when controlled for social desirability.  The correlations 

in Table 2 also supported prediction 2, which stated that self-perceived RBP is positively 

associated with the Dark Triad traits. The partial correlations for men and women separately 

were exploratively examined, as can be seen in Table 3. These correlations show that, for 

men, only narcissism had a significant correlation with attractiveness and none of the Dark 

Triad traits correlated significantly with formidability. For women, all three of the Dark Triad 

traits had a positive significant correlation with formidability, but only narcissism has a 

positive significant correlation with attractiveness. It was also found that there was a 

significant positive correlation between attractiveness and formidability for women, however 

this correlation was not found for men. 

 

 Table 1 

Descriptive statistics 

 M SD N Range 

RBP 3.99 .86 149 1.67 - 7.00 

Psychopathy 2.27 .65 146 1.00 - 5.00 

Machiavellianism 2.92 .66 144 1.00 - 4.44 

Narcissism 2.20 .92 142 1.00 - 5.33 

Social desirability 12.32 3.97 138 5.00 - 21.00 
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Table 2 

Partial correlations with social desirability as control variable 

Control variable Variables 1 2 3 4 

Social desirability 1. Psychopathy -    

 2. Machiavellianism .53** -   

 3. Narcissism .48** .58** -  

 4. RBP .28* .27* .40** - 

*p < .01 **p < .001 (2-tailed)   

 

 

Table 3 

Partial correlations for each sex 

 Multiple regression analyses were used to test whether the effect of RBP on the Dark 

Triad traits was different for men and women (male = 0, female = 1). For psychopathy the 

results of the regression indicated the three predictors explained 40% of the variance (R2 

     Female    

 Control 

variable 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 Social 

desirability 

1. Psychopathy - .41** .39** .16 -.007 .23* 

 

Male 

 2. Machiavellianism .43** - .53** .24* .11 .26* 

  3. Narcissism .36** .45** - .32** .26* .26* 

  4. RBP .19 .10 .42** - .74** .86** 

  5. Attractiveness .06 .07 .60** .77** - .28** 

  6. Formidability  .23 .09 .08 .81** .25 - 

 *p < .05 **p < .01 (2-tailed)     
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=.404, F(3,134) = 30.265, p < .001). The analysis shows that RBP (β = .16, t(137) = 2.17, p = 

.03), gender (β = -.33, t(137) = -4.88, p < .001) and social desirability (β = -.41, t(137) = -

5.91, p < .001) did significantly predict participants’ ratings on psychopathy. The interaction 

effect between RBP and gender was not significant (β = -.32, t(137) = -.97, p = .33), this 

indicates that the association between RBP and psychopathy is not dependent on gender. 

For Machiavellianism the results of the regression indicated the three predictors 

explained 21 % of the variance (R2 =.21, F(3,134) = 11.851, p <0.001). The analysis shows 

that RBP (β = .19, t(137) = 2.31, p = .023), gender (β = -.27, t(137) = -3.39, p = .001) and 

social desirability (β = -.20, t(137) = -2.43, p = .02)  did significantly predict participants’ 

ratings on Machiavellianism. The interaction effect between RBP and gender was not 

significant (β = -.01, t(137) = -.03, p = .97), this indicates that the association between RBP 

and Machiavellianism is not dependent on gender. 

For narcissism the results of the regression indicated the three predictors explained 

24% of the variance (R2 =.244, F(3,134) = 14.450, p <0.001). The analysis shows that RBP (β 

= .35, t(137) = 4.31, p < .001), and gender (β = -.22, t(137) = 2.81, p = .006) did significantly 

predict participants’ ratings on narcissism. Social desirability (β = -.09, t(137) = -1.15, p = 

.25) did not significantly predict participants’ ratings on narcissism. The interaction effect 

between RBP and gender was not significant (β = -.59, t(137) = -1.58, p = .12), this indicates 

that the association between RBP and narcissism is not dependent on gender. The results of 

the multiple regression contradict prediction 3, which stated that the association between RBP 

and the Dark Triad traits is dependent on gender. 

Finally, to test if the covariation among the Dark Triad traits is in fact due to common 

calibrational influences of the RBP, the partial correlations controlling for social desirability 

were compared with partial correlations controlling for social desirability and RBP. As can be 
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seen in Table 4 the correlations between the Dark Triad traits were still all significant and 

positively correlated when controlled for both social desirability as well as RBP.  

The correlation between psychopathy and Machiavellianism (Δr = -.03, z = 0.41, p = .68) did 

decrease when controlled for RBP, but this was not significantly different from the partial 

correlation in Table 1. This was also the case for the correlation between psychopathy and 

narcissism (Δr = -.06, z = 0.61, p = .54), and the correlation between narcissism and 

Machiavellianism (Δr = -.05, z = 0.52, p = .60). These results contradict prediction 4, which 

stated that the covariation among the Dark Triad traits is due to common calibrational 

influences of the RBP. 

 

Table 4 

Partial correlations with social desirability and RBP as control variables 

Control variables Variables 1 2 3 

Social desirability 1. Psychopathy -   

RBP 2. Machiavellianism .50* -  

 3. Narcissism .42* .53* - 

*p < .001 (2-tailed) 

Discussion 

In this research, the aim was to test Lukaszewski’s (2013) adaptionist ‘common 

calibration’ theory to explain trait covariation. Specifically, it was theorized that the 

individual trait covariation within the Dark Triad personality traits can be explained by 

individual differences in RBP. From the results of this study, it can be concluded that there is 

an association between RBP and the Dark Triad traits, however RBP does not explain trait 

covariation among the Dark Triad traits. 

Firstly, this study stated that there was an association between Machiavellianism, 

narcissism and psychopathy. It was expected that Machiavellianism, narcissism and 
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psychopathy would be positively intercorrelated. The results were in accordance with this first 

prediction. The Dark Triad traits were moderately positively associated. The traits are three 

independent constructs with significant overlap. The results are supported by earlier research 

(Jonason & Webster, 2010; Jones & Figueredo, 2013; Klimstra et al., 2014; Paulhus & 

Williams, 2002). 

The results show that there was a significant positive correlation between attractiveness 

and formidability for women, however this correlation was not found for men. This is a 

surprising result, considering that in earlier research it was found that for men formidability 

was a positive predictor of physical attractiveness, but for women it was a null or negative 

predictor of attractiveness (Lukaszewski & Roney, 2011). Furthermore, in previous studies 

the calibrational effects formidability had on personality variation had been restricted to men 

(Lukaszewski & Roney, 2011; Sell et al., 2009).  

Prediction 2 stated that there was an association between self-perceived RBP and 

Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy. The expectation was, that RBP would be 

positively associated with each of the Dark Triad traits. The results supported the expectation. 

Machiavellianism and psychopathy both had a positive very weak correlation with RBP. For 

narcissism a positive weak correlation with RBP was found. The association between self-

perceived RBP and all of the Dark Triad traits together has not been found in earlier research. 

However earlier studies did find an association between RBP and one of the Dark Triad traits 

(Cornell et al., 1996; Glenn, Kurzban et al., 2011; Holtzman & Strube, 2010; Paulhus & 

Williams, 2002; Wilson, Near et al., 1996). The results suggest that formidability and 

attractiveness combined predict individual differences in all Dark Triad traits. This helps to 

identify RBP as a possible underlying risk factor for Dark Triad behaviour.  

Next, this study aimed to find out if the association between RBP and the Dark Triad traits 

was dependent on gender. The results showed that there was an association between the Dark 
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Triad traits and RBP, but this association was not dependent on gender. This result is 

contradictory with earlier research. For example, the earlier mentioned short-term mating 

strategy is more advantageous for men with Dark Triad traits than for women with Dark Triad 

traits (Jonason, Valentine et al., 2011). Overall, the Dark Triad behaviour is more adaptive for 

men than for women. Men have lower costs and greater benefits for living such a life 

(Jonason, Valentine, Li, & Harbeson, 2011; Jonason, Webster, Schmitt, Li & Crysel, 2012). 

The results of the current study also found that men scored higher on the Dark Triad traits 

than women. 

Lastly, this study tested if the covariation among the Dark Triad traits was in fact due to 

common calibrational influences of the RBP. It was expected that when controlling for self-

perceived RBP the observed patterns of multi-trait covariation among the Dark Triad traits 

would reduce. The results did not support this prediction. The association between the Dark 

Triad traits did decrease when RBP was taken into account, but this decrease was not 

significant. This means that there is an association between the Dark Triad traits and RBP, 

however RBP does not explain the trait covariation within the Dark Triad traits. This finding 

is contradicted by earlier research. Lukaszewski (2013) found that controlling for RBP within 

an interpersonal syndrome eliminated the majority of trait covariation. In his research there 

were also findings which suggested that a wide array of interpersonal trait dimensions are 

facultatively calibrated to variation in RBP-enhancing features. The results of this study 

suggests that RBP calibrates the unique aspects of each Dark Triad trait, however it does not 

calibrate the common factor that causes them to correlate. Unique aspects of narcissists are 

that they self-enhance and aggress after ego treat (Jones & Paulhus, 2014; Paulhus & 

Williams, 2002). Machiavellians are more likely to plagiarize and avoid risky bets (Paulhus & 

Williams, 2002), compared to the other two. Psychopaths carry out their revenge fantasies and 

bully others (Furnham et al., 2013). 
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Limitations and Future Research 

The current study contained some limitations that are important to take into account 

when interpreting the reported findings. First, according to Lukaszewski (2013) the Social 

Comparison Scale’s bipolar self-report items do not map perfectly onto the theoretical 

description of RBP. A larger proportion of the Dark Triad trait covariation might have been 

explained by a more comprehensive RBP measure. Thus, future research should focus on 

developing and validating a more refined psychometric instrument to measure RBP. 

Second, only self-report questionnaires were used to measure self-perceived RBP and 

the Dark Triad traits. Self-report questionnaires may appear questionable given their 

susceptibility to socially desirable responding, acquiescent responding, negative affectivity 

bias and extreme or central responding, which might produce somewhat inflated associations 

between independent and outcome variables (Klimstra et al., 2014; Pabian, De Backer, & 

Vandebosch, 2015; Paulhus & Vazire, 2007; Podsakoff, Mackenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). 

However, in this study a social desirability scale was used to determine to which extent the 

responses were influenced by self-representation biases. Future research should attempt to 

replicate this study with personality measurements made through both self- and peer-report 

items.  

Third, the participant samples were comprised of students from only one level of 

education and predominantly from one cultural background (Western Europe), which is not 

representative of the general population. Therefore, the generalizability of this participant 

sample is questionable. It is important to replicate this study in a more heterogeneous sample. 

Other cultures, different level of education and another age group might result into different 

patterns of outcomes. Lastly, because the data was correlational, no causal inferences can be 

made about the results reported in this article. Future research should examine the causal 

relationship between RBP and the Dark Triad traits. 



RBP AS A COMMON CALIBRATOR OF THE DARK TRIAD 

TRAITS  20 
 

Conclusions 

Trait covariation within individuals is a big part of the foundation for most research 

about personality, but there is still a lack of validated theories which explain why there is trait 

covariation (John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008; Lukaszewski, 2013; Miller, 2011; Nettle, 2011). 

This study did not find significant support for RBP as a common calibrator of the Dark Triad 

traits, however it does advance research on RBP as a possible explanation for trait 

covariation. An association between the Dark Triad traits and RBP among adolescents was 

revealed. RBP may be an indicator for Dark Triad personality traits in adolescent individuals. 

It is crucial for future studies to consider this possibility, because the three Dark Triad traits 

are correlated with significant social, emotional and legal harm (Furnham et al., 2013). 

Prevention programs should be aware that the Dark Triad traits are associated with RBP. The 

association between the Dark Triad traits and RBP should be studied more extensively. In 

short: Does relative bargaining power explain trait covariation among the Dark Triad traits? 

So far, not convincingly. 
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