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COVID-19 has become a major source of stress as it puts individuals at risk
of a range of mental health problems. Personality traits may predispose
people to use adaptive or maladaptive coping strategies that lead to different
health-related outcomes. The goal of the present study was to examine
whether the use of distinct coping strategies during this stressful COVID-
19 outbreak mediates the relationships between Dark Triad (DT) traits and

stress, depression, and anxiety.

The study was conducted in Poland (N=1086) and Spain (N=582), thus
cross-culturally validated measures were used to assess depression, anxiety
and stress (DASS-21), cognitive emotion regulation strategies (CERQ) and

socially aversive traits covered by DT (Dirty Dozen scale).

The study shows that maladaptive CERS mediates the relationships between
narcissism/Machiavellianism and stress, anxiety and depression.
Additionally, adaptive CERS mediates the relationship between
psychopathy and depression.

The results provide a better understanding of the mediating role of CERS
on the relationships between DT traits and the stress, anxiety and depression

experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction

Stress caused by the novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has recently become a
major threat to public health. One of its consequences is an increased risk of a range of
mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety ( Liu et al., 2020). Stressful life
events and crises have an adverse effect on health, although not all individuals are equally
affected. There is a growing body of research providing empirical evidence for the
relationships between personality traits and stress (Soliemanifar et al., 2018), depression
(Klein et al., 2011) and anxiety (Bienvenu & Brandes, 2005). While the vast majority of
research is focused on the Five-Factor Model of personality (Kotov et al., 2010), less
emphasis has been put on investigating socially negative personality traits, such as those
represented by the Dark Triad (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy). During
the COVID-19 pandemic, a few recent studies have indicated that people scoring high in
aspects of Dark Triad traits are less likely to take preventative measures and comply with
restrictions (Nowak et al., 2020; Zajenkowski et al., 2020).

The Dark Triad (DT) is a group of traits that share the core features of selfish
behavior and cold interpersonal orientation (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The unique
features of these traits are a cynical nature, hypocrisy and manipulation (i.e.,
Machiavellianism), antisocial aggressiveness, impulsivity and callousness (i.e.,
psychopathy), dominance, superiority and an egocentric attitude (i.e., narcissism)

(GOomez-Leal et al., 2019). DT traits are related to distinctive patterns of everyday
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functioning and well-being; for example, Machiavellianism and psychopathy have been
associated with decreased emotional expressivity (Lyons & Brockman, 2017) and lower
levels of positive mood (Egan et al., 2014). These different aspects of the DT traits might
act as risk or protective factors against psychopathologies.

DT traits cause different responses to stress. Machiavellianism has been positively
associated with perceived stress (Birkas et al., 2020), whereas narcissism has been
associated with less (Richardson & Boag, 2016) or more concerns about life stressors
(Coleman et al., 2019), and psychopathy is unrelated to perceived stress (Birkéas et al.,
2020; Richardson & Boag, 2016). Narcissistic individuals tend to actively face the
stressor, unlike individuals who score high on Machiavellianism and psychopathy (Birkas
et al., 2016). Narcissism has a relationship with reduced emotional reactivity to stress,
whereas Machiavellianism and psychopathy are linked to increased emotional reactivity
to stress (Birkés et al., 2016; Onley et al., 2013).

Machiavellianism and psychopathy are associated with negative mental health
and stress outcomes, whereas narcissism has either no association or increases (Coleman
et al., 2019) or decreases vulnerability to stress and poor mental health outcomes (Birkas
et al., 2020; Jonason et al., 2015). Previous research has indicated a positive significant
correlation between psychopathy/Machiavellianism and depressive symptoms, whereas
for narcissism the direction of the correlation depends on the sub-dimension assessed
(GOomez-Leal et al., 2019). Moreover, Machiavellianism and psychopathy have been
identified as predictors of sleep disturbances, anxiety sensitivity, and intolerance of
uncertainty (Sabouri et al., 2016).

The COVID-19 outbreak is one of the most evident examples of a stressful situation for
millions of people around the world that requires adaptive coping in order to prevent

stress-related disorders (Babore et al., 2020). In general, two major coping functions are
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distinguished: problem-focused coping, which relates to attempts to behaviorally act on
the stressor; and emotion-focused coping, which relates to attempts to manage stress-
related emotions (Lazarus, 1993). Garnefski and colleagues (2001) suggested separating
the cognitive components of emotion regulation from other behavioral emotion-
regulation strategies focused on taking action. This author defined it as an individual's
thoughts after having experienced a negative event and proposed nine cognitive emotion-
regulation strategies (CERS): self-blame, rumination, catastrophizing, other-blame,
acceptance, positive refocusing, refocus on planning, putting into perspective, and
positive reappraisal. The first four strategies are considered maladaptive, while the
remaining five are adaptive (Garnefski et al., 2002). Maladaptive cognitive coping styles
are an important risk factor of psychopathology in adolescents and adults (Garnefski et
al., 2002; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007). Studies consistently show that maladaptive
cognitive emotion-regulation strategies are associated with anxiety, depression and stress
(D’Avanzato et al.,, 2013; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007; Martin & Dahlen, 2005).
Additionally, a meta-analysis confirmed that maladaptive strategies are more strongly
associated with psychopathology than adaptive ones, and mood-related disorders are
more strongly associated with emotion-regulation strategies than other disorders (Aldao
et al., 2010). Recent studies concerning the COVID-19 outbreak have indicated the
protective function of adaptive emotion regulation in moderating the relationship between
perceived stress and anxiety symptoms (Jungmann & Witthoft, 2020).

Considering how stress, depression and anxiety are associated with DT on one
hand and CERS on the other, we hypothesize that CERS could constitute a mediation
mechanism that explains the relationship between DT and stress-induced mental health
outcomes (like depression and/or anxiety). The main objective of our study is to

determine whether the use of maladaptive/adaptive CERS by individuals with different
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constellations of DT traits makes them more vulnerable to developing psychopathology

during the COVID-19 outbreak.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Procedure and Participants

An anonymous online Google Forms questionnaire
(https://www.google.com/forms/about) was prepared in order to minimize face-to-face
interactions. This 10-minute, online questionnaire was distributed via a mailing list and
social media posts; also, participants were asked to share the link with other adult
individuals. Data was collected between the end of June and the beginning of July 2020.
The total sample consisted of 1,668 respondents (79.6% women) aged 18—77 years (M =
30.3; SD = 12.5) who were citizens of Poland (65.1%) and Spain (34.9%). All
respondents confirmed their willingness to participate in the study at the beginning of the
anonymous online survey. The study was performed in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2013). All participants provided a consent
which was obtained online after a detailed instruction describing main purposes of the

study.

2.2 Measures

We used cross-culturally validated, self-report measures to assess the analyzed
constructs.

To measure DT personality dimensions, we used the 12-item version of the Dirty
Dozen scale (Jonason & Webster, 2010), the Spanish (Maneiro et al., 2019) and Polish
(Czarna et al., 2016) language versions of which have been psychometrically validated.

The scale consists of 3 independent-yet-related factors, each measured by 4 items:
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narcissism (Spanish a = 0.86; Polish a = 0.85), psychopathy (Spanish a = 0.49; Polish a
= 0.67) and Machiavelliansm (Spanish o = 0.68; Polish a = 0.84).

To assess depression, anxiety, and stress, we applied a shortened, 21-item version
of the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995),
validated in Spanish (Bados et al., 2005) and translated into Polish by Makara-Studzinska
and co-authors (version retrieved from the official DASS website, psychometrically
validated by Scholten et al., 2017). The DASS-21 is a set of three scales, with 7 items per
scale; it is designed to measure the negative emotional states of depression (Spanish
a=0.89; Polish a=0.91), anxiety (Spanish a=0.89; Polish a =0.87), and stress (Spanish
a=0.91; Polish a =0.90). Participants responded using a 4-point Likert scale.

To measure the CERS used by individuals after the occurrence of a negative event,
namely the COVID-19 outbreak, we used The Cognitive Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (Garnefski et al., 2002), which is available in Spanish (Dominguez-
Sanchez et al., 2013) and Polish (Marszat-Wisniewska & Fajkowska, 2010) adaptations.
It has a 5-point Likert scale response format and consists of 36 items grouped in 9 scales:
self-blame (not used in the present study), rumination, catastrophizing, other-blame,
acceptance, positive refocusing, refocus on planning, putting into perspective and positive
reappraisal. The first four strategies are maladaptive strategies (Spanish a = 0.89; Polish
a = 0.79), while the remaining five are adaptive strategies (Spanish a = 0.90; Polish o =
0.77). These two major factors were employed in the further analysis.

The instruction in DASS-21 and CERQ was slightly modified to address the
COVID-19 context, and participants were asked to mark how many of the statements
applied to themselves (DASS-21) or how often they felt or thought in a certain way

(CERQ) in the period of time from March to July 2020.

3.Data Analysis
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The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS v.26) and AMOS v.26 were used to
analyze the data. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations between the variables
(Table 1) were calculated. Mediation analyses (Table 2) were conducted to investigate
whether CERS mediated the effect of DT on depression, anxiety, and stress by using a

bootstrapping estimation technique with 1,000 samples.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables are summarized in Table

1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables included in the
study (N=1668)

Mean SD Min Max 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Depression 1.02 .83 0 3.00 -- 0.69** 0.78** -0.19**  0.51 0.16** 0.11** 0.19**
Anxiety .67 72 0 3.00 -- 0.73** -0.23 0.53** 0.14** -0.13 0.14**
Stress 1.35 .85 0 3.00 -- -0.31 0.53** 0.15** 0.03 0.19**
Adaptive 335 74 100 5.0 - 0.12%* 0003 -0.13** 005
paedeptve 515 77 100 500 - 0.14% 0000  0.17%%
Machiavellism  2.40 1.22 1.00 7.00 -- 0.46* 0.50**
Psychopathy 2.45 116 1.00 7.00 - 0.26**
Narcissism 3.45 1.53 1.00 7.00

Note:*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p<0.001

Pearson correlations (Table 1) indicated intercorrelations between depression,
anxiety, stress (p<0.01), adaptive and maladaptive CERS (p<0.01), as well as DT traits
(p<0.05 for Machiavellianism and psychopathy; p<0.01 for all the remaining correlations
between DT).

Maladaptive CERS was found to be strongly positively correlated with
depression, anxiety, and stress, while adaptive CERS correlated negatively only with
depression. Narcissism and Machiavellianism were positively correlated with depression,
anxiety, stress and maladaptive CERS. Finally, psychopathy was positively correlated
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with depression and negatively with adaptive CERS. It is important to note that significant

correlations of DT traits with other variables (see Table 2) were low (Cohen, 1988).

4.2 Mediation Analyses

The significant correlations between DT, CERS, depression, anxiety, and stress (Table 2)
enabled the following mediations to be tested: (1) the mediating role of maladaptive
CERS on associations between Machiavellianism or narcissism (independent variables)
and depression, anxiety and stress (dependent variables); (2) the mediating role of
adaptive CERS on the relationships between psychopathy (independent variable) and
depression (dependent variable). After controlling for the influence of age and gender,
seven associations between DT and negative emotional states were tested for mediation
via CERS. The direct and indirect (via the mediator) effects of DT on depression, anxiety,
and stress were calculated using a bootstrap estimation technique with 1,000 samples. If
the confidence intervals did not involve zero for the indirect effect, results were

interpreted as significant (Agler & De Boeck, 2017).

Table 2. Effect of DT traits on negative emotional states mediated by CERS.

v a. Effect b. Effect c. Direct c¢’Total Indirect/ 95% Indirect/
of IV on of M on effect of effect of mediated ClI total
M DV IVonDV IVonDV effect of ratio
IV on DV
viaM
DV: Depression, M:maladaptive CERS
Machiavellianism 0.08* 0.47** 0.04 0.08* 0.04 0.01- 0.50
0.06
narcissism 0.12** 0.47** 0.03 0.09** 0.06 0.03- 0.67
0.08
DV: Anxiety, M:maladaptive CERS
Machiavellianism 0.08* 0.51** 0.06* 0.10** 0.04 0.01- 0.40
0.07
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narcissism 0.12** 0.51** 0.000 0.06* 0.06 0.03-
0.09

DV: Stress, M:maladaptive CERS

Machiavellianism 0.08** 0.49** 0.04 0.081* 0.04 0.01-
0.07

narcissism 0.12* 0.49** 0.04 0.103* 0.06 0.03-
0.09

DV: Depression, M: adaptive CERS

psychopathy -0.11** -0.18** 0.07* 0.09** 0.02 0.01-
0.03

1

0.50

0.60

0.22

Note: IV - independent variable; DV - dependent variable; M - mediator; Cl - confidence intervals;
Indirect/total ratio - ratio of the indirect effect to total effect (c") indicating a magnitude of mediated effect.
*p <.05, **p<.01

As shown in Table 2, all the analyzed indirect effects proved significant.
Maladaptive CERS mediated the effect of Machiavellianism and narcissism on
depression, anxiety, and stress. Additionally, adaptive CERS mediated the relationship
between psychopathy and depression. The ratios of indirect to total effect (see Table 2)
show that maladaptive CERS explained 50% of significant relationships between
Machiavellianism and depression, and 67% of the relationships between narcissism and
depression. Moreover, maladaptive CERS explained 40% of significant relationships
between Machiavellianism and anxiety and 100% of the relationships between narcissism
and anxiety. Additionally, maladaptive CERS explained 50% of significant relationships
between Machiavellianism and stress and 60% of relationships between narcissism and
stress. Finally, adaptive CERS explained 22% of associations between psychopathy and

depression.

5. Discussion

Previous research has shown that individuals differ in their habitual use of emotion

regulation strategies (Gross & Jazaieri, 2014) and this is related to psychological well-
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being (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007). Additionally, research suggests that different
personality traits, including DT, may predispose individuals to use certain coping
strategies related to the costs and benefits associated with psychological health (Birkas
et al., 2016). Currently, little is known about the links between DT and the use of certain
types of CERS, or about their associations with the psychological functioning of
individuals during the pandemic. Therefore, the goal of this study was to examine whether
using distinct CERS during this stressful COVID-19 outbreak mediates the relationships
between DT traits and depression, anxiety and stress.

Firstly, our study confirmed the results of previous studies regarding positive
associations between some DT traits (Machiavellianism and psychopathy) and particular
negative emotional states. We found positive associations between DT traits and
particular negative emotional states. The presented results are in line with those found in
the literature for the links between Machiavellianism and depression (Gomez-Leal et al.,
2019), anxiety (Birkas et al., 2016; Sabouri et al., 2016), and stress (Lyons et al., 2019).
As for psychopathy, we have shown that it correlates positively with depression. The lack
of a relationship between psychopathy and stress or anxiety is surprising since there are
studies showing a positive association between them (Sabouri et al., 2016). On the other
hand, psychopathy is associated with a tendency to be cold-blooded and to have low
anxiety (Neumann et al., 2013). Therefore, more studies are needed in the field to reach
a conclusion on the specific type of association or lack thereof between psychopathy and
stress or anxiety.

While our findings regarding Machiavellianism and psychopathy have mainly
confirmed the results of previous studies, the positive correlation we have demonstrated
between narcissism and depression, anxiety, stress may seem surprising because it is not

consistent with the literature. Interestingly, we have shown positive correlations between
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narcissism and depression, anxiety and stress, but insights from previous research studies
are conflicting. Whilst some studies have found a negative relationship between
depression and narcissism (Jonason et al., 2015), others have found a positive relationship
between these constructs (Gémez-Leal et al., 2019). Our results may be explained by the
narcissistic self-absorbed state of mind that corresponds with a focus on one's negative
emotions and, in consequence, may lead to depressive symptoms (Garnefski & Kraaij,
2007). In relation to narcissism and anxiety, there are also some inconsistent findings in
the literature. For instance, Lyons and colleagues (2019), showed that increased
narcissism is linked with reduced anxiety and generally may be considered as a protective
factor for mood disorders (Jonason & Schmitt, 2012). On the other hand, Spano (2001)
suggested more complex relationships between the analyzed constructs; they showed that
grandiose narcissists reported low levels of trait anxiety, whereas vulnerable narcissists
reported higher state, trait, and attachment-related anxiety. Finally, a recent literature
review of the associations between narcissism and stress-reactivity (Coleman et al., 2019)
indicates a consistent pattern of results, thus showing that this personality trait is linked
with a variety of maladaptive stress responses, and people higher in narcissism report
more frequent and varied stressors in daily life. This picture is congruent with our findings
on the higher level of stress experienced during the COVID-19 outbreak by narcissistic
individuals.

Secondly, we observed certain associations between DT traits and CERS. To the
best of our knowledge, the present study is the first to indicate positive correlations
between Machiavellianism and narcissism on one hand and maladaptive CERS stress on
the other, and a negative correlation between psychopathy and adaptive CERS.
Machiavellianism is associated with externalization of blame and limited access to

emotion-regulation strategies (Wai & Tiliopoulos, 2012), which may explain its link with
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CERS. The similar relationship between narcissism and maladaptive CERS is surprising
since narcissists have a tendency to cope with stress differently than Machiavellians by
using task-oriented and emotionally controlled coping strategies (Birkés et al., 2016;
Onley et al., 2013). However, some studies show that specific aspects of narcissism (e.g.
exploitation or covert narcissism) are positively associated with behaviors indicating poor
emotional control, e.g. impulse control difficulties, internalized negative emotions, and a
high level of rumination (Zeigler-Hill & Vonk, 2015). Concerning psychopathy, our
study supports the previous findings that have linked it with difficulties in regulating
emotional experiences following negative events (Zeigler-Hill & Vonk, 2015).

Thirdly, we have confirmed the insights from other studies regarding positive
associations between maladaptive CERS and depression, anxiety, and stress, as well as
negative correlations between adaptive CERS and depression (Garnefski et al., 2001,
Garnefski et al., 2002; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007; Martin & Dahlen, 2005). More frequent
use of maladaptive CERS has previously been indicated to be a general feature of
psychopathology (D’ Avanzato et al., 2013). On the other hand, adaptive coping strategies
can act as effective intrapersonal factors that mitigate the likelihood of psychopathology
during the COVID-19 outbreak (Ye et al., 2020). Our study supports previous findings
on positive relationships between adaptive CERS (like positive reappraisal and refocus
on planning) and psychological well-being (Balzarotti et al., 2016).

Finally, in terms of verifying the mediation mechanisms, our findings revealed
that people scoring high in narcissism and Machiavellianism tend to use maladaptive
CERS, which explains the increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depression in them. The
current results support and extend the previous findings, which showed that maladaptive
cognitive strategies are significantly related to individual emotion-regulation differences

and are triggered by negative life events (Garnefski et al., 2001). We showed that such
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individual differences are related to the DT, particularly when experiencing negative life
events. The presented study shows that narcissistic people, who are characterized by an
egocentric attitude and a self-centered perspective in thinking, have a tendency to think
about their own negative feelings and thoughts (rumination), exaggerate and think about
the terror of what they have experienced (catastrophizing), and put the blame for what
they have experienced on the environment or another person (other-blame). We suggest
that narcissism facilitates the employment of maladaptive CERS, which in turn leads to
higher levels of stress and symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress experienced during
the COVID-19 outbreak. In addition, we have shown the mediating role of maladaptive
CERS on associations between Machiavellianism and poorer psychological well-being.
The Machiavellistic tendencies to be self-centered and focused on self-interest and
personal gain (Sabouri et al., 2016) are congruent with the use of maladaptive CERS and
explain the emotional deficiencies shown in previous research (Jonason & Krause, 2013).
Moreover, we found that people with a high subclinical level of psychopathy have a low
tendency to use adaptive CERS (like acceptance, positive refocusing, refocus on
planning), which in turn leads to the occurrence of depression in them. Taking into
consideration the fact that psychopathy comes with a wide range of emotional
deficiencies, including lower cognitive empathy and externally oriented thinking
(Jonason & Krause, 2013), our results are consistent with the emotional functioning
associated with psychopathy and correspond with the current findings on the links

between depression and psychopathy (Gémez-Leal et al., 2019).

6. Conclusions

Our findings suggest that in the face of a pandemic, different DT traits may predispose

individuals to use particular cognitive emotion regulation strategies, but these come with
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mental health costs and benefits. Better knowledge of the mechanisms behind the
associations between DT traits and negative emotional states during the COVID-19
pandemic could support preventive initiatives and interventions. Our results should make
it easier to predict and/or better diagnose specific psychopathologies linked with
particular DT traits during a pandemic. Moreover, our results could facilitate the
development of successful therapeutic programs focused on adaptive CERS to reduce the
negative consequences of COVID-19, such as depression. The implications outlined here

may also be relevant to future pandemics and public health crises.
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