Journal of Research in Personality 53 (2014) 158–164

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Research in Personality
journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jrp

Stress and affective experiences: The importance of dark personality
features
Amy E. Noser a, Virgil Zeigler-Hill b,⇑, Avi Besser c,⇑
a

University of Kansas, United States
Oakland University, United States
c
Sapir Academic College, Israel
b

a r t i c l e

i n f o

Article history:
Available online 20 October 2014
Keywords:
Dark Triad
Stress
Negative affect

a b s t r a c t
Personality has been shown to play an important role in the negative outcomes associated with stress.
The purpose of the present study was to examine whether Dark Triad personality features (i.e., psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism) moderated the associations between stress and affective experiences. This was accomplished using a sample of 193 Israeli community participants who completed
measures concerning dark personality features and affective expectations for their vacation prior to
checking-into exclusive hotels in a resort city in southern Israel. Follow-up assessments concerning
affective experiences and stress during vacation were completed by participants before checking-out.
Results showed that psychopathy moderated the associations between stress and affective experiences
such that individuals with high levels of psychopathy were more reactive to stress.
Ó 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
It has become increasingly apparent that stress – both chronic
and acute – adversely impacts psychological and physical wellbeing (e.g., Eckenrode, 1984; Keller et al., 2012; Lantz, House,
Mero, & Williams, 2005). A particular area of importance has concerned the stress-response process. More speciﬁcally, researchers
have argued that understanding the stress-response process may
be essential for explaining the detrimental effects that stress has
on mental and physical health (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Bolger &
Zuckerman, 1995; Keller et al., 2012). Support for this argument
has been found in studies showing that the extent to which individuals experience stress coupled with how they react – both emotionally and physically – to stressful events leads to negative
outcomes (e.g., depression, anger, negative affective experiences;
Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995; Braveman, Egerter, & Williams, 2011;
Lantz et al., 2005; Marco & Suls, 1993; Smith & Anderson, 1986;
Smith & Rhodewalt, 1986).
Although research has clearly documented that some individuals are more likely to experience stress and respond more
negatively to stressful situations, the reasons these individuals
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are at greater risk for the negative consequences associated with
stress remain somewhat unclear. One possible explanation that
has been given considerable empirical attention is the importance
of personality features (e.g., Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Bolger &
Zuckerman, 1995; Korotkov, 2008; Marco & Suls, 1993; Mroczek
& Almeida, 2004). Previous research has examined the importance
of personality features in the stress process with the results of
these studies providing consistent evidence that personality features inﬂuence how individuals perceive and respond to stressful
situations (e.g., Besser, Zeigler-Hill, Pincus, & Neria, 2013; Bolger
& Schilling, 1991; Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995; Smith & Anderson,
1986; Smith & Rhodewalt, 1986). For example, studies have found
that increased exposure to stressful situations coupled with
greater reactivity to those situations may explain, at least in part,
why Type A personality leads to coronary heart disease (Smith &
Anderson, 1986; Smith & Rhodewalt, 1986) and why neurotic individuals generally perceive situations to be more stressful and are
more likely to respond to stress with anger and depression
(Bolger & Schilling, 1991). However, it is important to note that
reactivity to stress has been found to be much more important
than actual exposure to stress (e.g., Bolger & Schilling, 1991;
Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995). That is, individuals who are highly
reactive to stress are at a greater risk for experiencing the negative
consequences associated with stress. The goal of the present study
is to examine whether the Dark Triad of personality (i.e., psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism; Paulhus & Williams, 2002)
are associated with affective responses to stress.
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Empirical research that has examined the associations between
personality features and stress has focused a great deal of attention
on the Big Five dimensions of personality (e.g., John & Srivastava,
1999). Studies that have used this model to explore the stress process have found that neuroticism is strongly associated with both
stress and negative affect (e.g., David, Green, Martin, & Suls,
1997; Gross, Sutton, & Ketelaar, 1998; Korotkov, 2008; Suls,
Green, & Hillis, 1998). In contrast, extraversion, agreeableness,
and conscientiousness have been shown to be associated with
lower levels of perceived stress and fewer disruptions to life events
due to stress (e.g., Ebstrup, Eplov, Pisinger, & Jørgensen, 2011; see
Vollrath, 2001, for a review). Taken together, these ﬁndings suggest
that certain personality features (e.g., neuroticism) seem to exacerbate the stress process, whereas others (e.g., agreeableness) appear
to buffer against stress and distress.
Although a great deal is known about the roles that the Big Five
dimensions of personality play in the stress process, relatively little
is known about the role that other personality features such as the
Dark Triad of personality may play in responses to stress. The Dark
Triad share a common lack of agreeableness (Paulhus & Williams,
2002) which is a personality feature shown to protect against the
experience of stress (Vollrath, 2001). Further, each component of
the Dark Triad is characterized by antagonistic behavioral tendencies such as being deceptive, manipulative, and aggressive
(Paulhus & Williams, 2002). This suggests the intriguing possibility
that Dark Triad personality features may impact how individuals
perceive and respond to stress because they lack important features that buffer against stress (i.e., agreeableness) and engage in
behaviors that are associated with heightened levels of stress
reactions.
1.1. Psychopathy
The ﬁrst component of the Dark Triad is psychopathy. In addition to being disagreeable, individuals with high levels of psychopathy are characterized by a disregard for social norms and values,
irresponsibility, dishonesty, and emotional shallowness which puts
them at an increased risk to engage in both instrumental (i.e., goaldirected) and reactive (i.e., impulsive, emotion-driven) forms of
aggression (Cornell et al., 1996; Frick, Cornell, Barry, Bodin, &
Dane, 2003). The idea that psychopathic individuals engage in
instrumental aggression is consistent with research showing that
psychopathy is associated with deﬁcits in particular forms of emotional reactivity – especially with respect to fear (Fowles, 1988;
Lykken, 1995; Patrick, Cuthbert, & Lang, 1994) – due to reduced
amygdala function (Blair, 2007). The reason for the link between
psychopathy and reactive aggression is less clear but Blair (2010)
has recently suggested that this connection may be due to individuals with high levels of psychopathy being highly susceptible to
frustration. Frustration refers to an emotional state that occurs
when an individual performs an action with the expectation of a
particular reward but does not receive the anticipated reward
(Berkowitz, 1993). The association between psychopathy and frustration may be explained by two impairments that include disruptions in stimulus-reinforcement learning and reversal learning
(e.g., Blair, 2010; Finger et al., 2008). Both learning deﬁcits are
known consequences of impairment in the ventromedial prefrontal
cortex which is a principle region of concern in psychopathy (Blair,
2010). Taken together, these ﬁndings suggest that individuals with
high levels of psychopathy may be especially reactive to stressful
events that have the potential to provoke frustration.
1.2. Narcissism
The second component of the Dark Triad is narcissism. Previous
studies have shown that narcissistic individuals are highly reactive
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to mundane negative events that have the ability to threaten their
grandiose self-views (e.g., failure to achieve a particular goal;
Besser & Zeigler-Hill, 2010, 2011; Zeigler-Hill & Besser, 2013;
Zeigler-Hill, Myers, & Clark, 2010). In addition, narcissistic individuals are highly sensitive to feeling antagonized by others
(Hopwood et al., 2011), more likely to perceive themselves as victims of daily interpersonal transgressions (McCullough, Emmons,
Kilpatrick, & Mooney, 2003), and report more acute anxiety symptoms following potentially life-threatening events (e.g., civilians
exposed to missile ﬁre; Besser et al., 2013). The heightened reactivity of individuals with narcissistic personality features to stressful
events is thought to be due to their self-concepts being grandiose
yet vulnerable to threat (Kealy & Rasmussen, 2012; Morf &
Rhodewalt, 2001; Pincus & Roche, 2011; Zeigler-Hill & Jordan,
2011). It has been suggested that the heightened reactivity of individuals with narcissistic personality features may extend to other
negative events including those that are stressful (e.g., ZeiglerHill et al., 2010). Narcissistic individuals may be especially reactive
to stressful events that have the potential to undermine their sense
of control and challenge their beliefs concerning their ability to
effectively manage that sort of negative experience.
1.3. Machiavellianism
Machiavellianism is the ﬁnal member of the Dark Triad.
Machiavellianism is a personality trait that reﬂects cynical, manipulative, and amoral behavior (Christie & Geis, 1970). Although
Machiavellianism is similar to psychopathy and narcissism in some
respects (e.g., disagreeable and antagonistic), Machiavellianism
has been shown to differ from the other aspects of the Dark Triad
in important ways (e.g., less impulsive; Jones & Paulhus, 2011a)
which makes its association with the stress process less clear. For
example, individuals with psychopathic and narcissistic personality features tend to be highly reactive to particular types of threat
(physical threat and ego-threat, respectively; Jones & Paulhus,
2010, 2011b), whereas Machiavellian individuals tend to be more
cautious and deliberate in their behavior (Williams, Nathanson, &
Paulhus, 2010). This suggests that although Machiavellian individuals may be just as socially aversive as individuals with high levels
of psychopathy and narcissism, the tendency to engage in calculated and cautious behavior may reduce the reactivity of Machiavellian individuals to stressful situations (Jones & Paulhus, 2010).
1.4. Overview and predictions
The purpose of the present study was to examine the importance of Dark Triad personality features in the associations
between stress and negative outcomes. More speciﬁcally, the present study examined whether Dark Triad personality features moderated the association between perceived stress and affect during a
relatively positive experience (i.e., going on vacation). This was
accomplished using a short-term pre–post study design. In the initial session, participants completed measures concerning their
dark personality features and expectations for their vacation. Follow-up assessments took place on the last day of the participant’s
vacation. These assessments asked participants to report their
affective experiences and perceived level of stress during vacation.
We expected that individuals with psychopathic and narcissistic
personality features would be especially responsive to stress in this
context such that they would report fewer positive affective experiences while vacationing when they felt stressed. The rationale for
this prediction was that psychopathy and narcissism would exacerbate the stress process leading these individuals to be especially
reactive to stress during a generally positive experience. We
believed that individuals with psychopathic and narcissistic
personality features would exhibit heightened reactivity in this
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situation because of their impulsivity (Jones & Paulhus, 2011a) and
poor tolerance for frustration (Bettencourt, Talley, Benjamin, &
Valentine, 2006; Blair, 2010). That is, individuals generally expect
vacationing to be a positive and rewarding experience which
may lead individuals with psychopathic or narcissistic personality
features to be quite upset when this experience fails to meet their
expectations. Our predictions for Machiavellianism were less clear.
It is possible that Machiavellianism may also moderate the association between stress and affective experiences because it is similar
in some respects to psychopathy and narcissism. However, Machiavellian individuals tend to be far less impulsive and more tolerant
of frustration than those with psychopathic or narcissistic personality features (Jones & Paulhus, 2011a). As a result, Machiavellian
individuals may be no more or less reactive to stress than other
individuals.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and procedure
Participants were a community sample of 193 adults (96 male,
97 female) who spent a 4-day vacation (Sunday–Wednesday or
Wednesday–Sunday) with their spouses and children at exclusive
hotels in a resort city located in southern Israel (Eilat). The mean
age of the participants was 33.84 years (SD = 8.29) and their average number of years of formal education was 15.17 (SD = 2.39).
Participants were from urban areas across Israel and reported
above-average socioeconomic status. Participants volunteered to
take part in the study and were not compensated for their participation in any way by the researchers or the participating hotels.
The managers of the hotels allowed our research staff to greet
guests as they were checking-in at their establishments and ask
them if they would be willing to volunteer their time to take part
in a study being conducted by faculty and students from the Eilat
campus of Ben-Gurion University. Participants completed measures in a private room prior to checking-in (Time 1) and again
before checking-out (Time 2). Participants arrived at the hotels in
organized groups which allowed research assistants to approach
each guest and 87% of those approached agreed to participate. Only
one member of each family was allowed to participate (e.g., if a
husband agreed to participate, then his wife was not invited).
According to the records of the hotels and participant reports, none
of the participants experienced any major inconveniences (e.g.,
prolonged power outage) or unexpected negative events (e.g., illness or injury) during their vacations. All of the questionnaires
used in the present study were administered in paper-and-pencil
format. The questionnaires were presented in Hebrew after being
translated from the original English versions using the back-translation method.

3. Measures
3.1. Psychopathy
Psychopathy was measured using the Self-Report Psychopathy
scale (SRP-III; Paulhus, Neumann, & Hare, in press; Williams,
Paulhus, & Hare, 2007). The SRP-III was based on the revised version of the Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist (PCL-R; Hare, 2003) and
was intended to serve as a measure of psychopathy in non-clinical
samples. The version of the SRP-III employed in the current study
consists of 34 items based on the factor analysis conducted by
Mahmut, Menictas, Stevenson, and Homewood (2011). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement with each
of 34 statements (e.g., ‘‘It’s amusing to see other people get

tricked’’) using scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The internal consistency of the SRP-III was a = .77.
3.2. Narcissism
Narcissism was assessed with the Narcissistic Personality
Inventory (NPI; Raskin & Hall, 1979). The version of the NPI used
in the present study consisted of 37 true–false items (e.g., ‘‘I like
to be the center of attention’’) that Morf and Rhodewalt (1993)
adapted from Emmons’s (1987) factor analysis of the original 54item instrument. This version of the NPI only includes items with
factor loadings higher than .35 (Emmons, 1987) and eliminates
most duplicate items. The NPI has been found to possess adequate
psychometric properties in previous studies (e.g., Emmons, 1987).
The internal consistency for the present study was a = .86.
3.3. Machiavellianism
Machiavellianism was assessed using the Mach-IV (Christie &
Geis, 1970). The Mach-IV is a 20-item instrument designed to measure manipulative and deceitful tendencies as well as cynical and
immoral beliefs (e.g., ‘‘The best way to handle people is to tell them
what they want to hear’’). Participants were asked to rate their
level of agreement with the items of the Mach-IV on scales ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Mach-IV has
been found to possess adequate psychometric properties and it is
the most widely used measure of Machiavellianism (McHoskey,
Worzel, & Szyarto, 1998). The internal consistency for the MachIV was a = .59.
3.4. Positive affective expectations and positive affective experiences
At Time 1, participants rated three statements (i.e., ‘‘I expect to
enjoy this vacation,’’ ‘‘I think this vacation will be fun,’’ and ‘‘I will
be satisﬁed with this vacation’’) that were designed to assess anticipated subjective experiences (i.e., positive affective expectations).
These items were adapted from those used in previous studies (i.e.,
Besser & Priel, 2006; Besser & Shackelford, 2007; Klaaren, Hodges,
& Wilson, 1994; Wirtz, Kruger, Scollon, & Diener, 2003). Responses
were made using scales that ranged from 1 (disagree) to 10 (agree).
Scores on these items were combined to create a composite score
of overall positive affective expectations for each participant. At
Time 2, participants completed a set of identical items with the
verb tense changed to evaluate their subjective vacation experiences (i.e., ‘‘I enjoyed this vacation,’’ ‘‘I thought this vacation was
fun,’’ and ‘‘I was satisﬁed with this vacation’’). Scores on these
items were also combined for each participant to create a composite score of overall positive affective experiences. The internal consistency coefﬁcients of .81 and .89 were obtained for positive
affective expectations and positive affective experiences,
respectively.
3.5. Stress
Stress during the vacation was assessed at Time 2 using a single
statement designed to evaluate overall subjective experience of
stress (i.e., ‘‘This vacation was stressful for me’’). Participants
responded to this item using a scale that ranged from 1 (disagree)
to 10 (agree).
4. Results
The means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for the
measures are presented in Table 1. Psychopathy was positively
associated with narcissism and Machiavellianism but narcissism
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Table 1
Intercorrelations and descriptive statistics.
1
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Psychopathy (Time 1)
Narcissism (Time 1)
Machiavellianism (Time 1)
Positive affective expectations (Time 1)
Stress (Time 2)
Positive affective experiences (Time 2)

Mean
Standard deviation

2

3

4

5

6

–
.31***
.46***

–
.31***

–

9.44
0.74

1.38
0.78

9.38
0.89

–
.28***
.32***
.07
.17*
.14
1.82
0.34

–
.04
.13
.11
.01
20.64
6.87

–
.01
.01
.12
2.62
0.39

⁄⁄

p < .01.
p < .05.
***
p < .001.
*

and Machiavellianism were not associated with each other. Psychopathy was positively associated with stress. Stress was negatively associated with both positive affective expectations and
positive affective experiences which were positively associated
with each other. For the individual differences assessed in the present study, men were slightly older (t[191] = 2.04, p = .04) and
reported higher levels of psychopathy (t[182] = 3.64, p < .001)
than women. Women reported more positive affective experiences
than men (t[182] = 2.39, p = .02). It is important to note that the
positive affective expectations and experiences reported by participants were generally high so ‘‘low’’ scores on these measures are
relative to this high baseline. Similarly, the levels of Dark Triad personality features were not particularly high in the present sample
so ‘‘high’’ scores on these measures are relative to this modest
baseline.
4.1. Dark triad and positive affective expectations
To determine whether Dark Triad personality features were
associated with positive affective expectations, we conducted a
hierarchical multiple regression analysis in which positive affective expectations were regressed onto each of the Dark Triad personality traits.1 On Step 1, the age and sex of each participant
were entered as covariates. Age was included because younger participants tended to report more positive affective expectations
(r = .23, p = .001) and experiences (r = .20, p = .01). Sex was
included because men tended to have higher levels of psychopathy
and were older than women, whereas women reported more positive affective experiences than men. On Step 2, the main effect terms
for each of the Dark Triad personality traits (i.e., psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism) were entered. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 2. This analysis revealed a negative
association between age and positive affective expectations
(b = .24, t = 3.30, p = .001) such that younger individuals reported
more positive affective expectations for their vacation than older
individuals. No signiﬁcant associations emerged between the Dark
Triad and positive affective expectations.
4.2. Dark triad, stress, and positive affective experiences
Moderational analyses were conducted to determine whether
Dark Triad personality traits were associated with positive
1
Preliminary analyses included the Big Five personality dimensions (i.e., extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness) as measured
by the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). The
results of those analyses were similar to what emerged when only dark personality
features were included. For example, the psychopathy  stress interaction still
emerged when predicting positive affective experiences at Time 2 (b = .28,
t = 3.30, p = .001) but no main effects or interactions involving the Big Five
dimensions were signiﬁcant. As a result, we trimmed the Big Five personality
dimensions from the analyses in the interest of parsimony.

affective experiences when individuals perceived their vacation to
be stressful. This was accomplished by conducting a hierarchical
multiple regression analysis in which positive affective experiences at Time 2 were regressed onto each of the Dark Triad personality traits, vacation stress, positive affective expectations at Time
1, age, and sex. We controlled for positive affective expectations
at Time 1 in the prediction of positive affective experiences at Time
2 because we wanted to account for the differences between individuals’ prior expectations and their actual experiences during a
deﬁned period of time (i.e., vacation). The continuous predictors
were centered for the purpose of testing interactions (Aiken &
West, 1991). For this analysis, the covariates (i.e., positive affective
expectations, age, and sex) were entered on Step 1. On Step 2, the
main effect terms for the Dark Triad personality traits were
entered. On Step 3, the main effect term for vacation stress was
entered. Finally on Step 4, the two-way interactions for vacation
stress with each component of the Dark Triad were entered. The
results of this analysis are presented in Table 2. The regression
analysis was followed by simple slopes tests (Aiken & West,
1991) to describe the interaction of continuous variables. These
simple slopes tests were conducted using values that were one
standard deviation above and below their respective means (e.g.,
a high level of psychopathy was represented by a value that was
one standard deviation above its mean).
On Step 1, main effects emerged for positive affective expectations (b = .44, t = 6.82, p < .001) and sex (b = .16, t = 2.51, p = .01)
such that individuals who had positive affective expectations for
their vacation or were women reported more positive affective
experiences during their vacation. On Step 3, the main effect of
vacation stress also emerged (b = .22, t = 3.49, p < .001) but this
main effect was qualiﬁed by its interaction with psychopathy
(b = .29, t = 4.11, p < .001). The predicted values for this interaction are presented in Fig. 1.2 Simple slopes tests revealed that the
slope of the line representing the association between vacation
stress and positive affective experiences was signiﬁcant for individuals with high levels of psychopathy (b = .48, t = 5.59, p < .001,
95% CI [ .74, .35]) but not for those with low levels of psychopathy
(b = .11, t = 1.09, p = .28, 95% CI [ .11, .37]). Additional simple slopes
tests revealed a negative association between psychopathy and positive affective experiences for those with high levels of stress
(b = .36, t = 3.57, p < .001, 95% CI [ 1.45, .42]) but a positive
association for those with low levels of stress (b = .24, t = 2.38,
p = .02, 95% CI [.11, 1.15]). Taken together, these results suggest that
individuals with low levels of psychopathy do not appear to be very
reactive to stress in this context because they reported moderate
levels of positive affective experiences regardless of the amount of
2
We also conducted separate regression analyses to examine the interaction
between each feature of the Dark Triad and stress. The results of these separate
analyses were similar to those reported in the primary text: psychopathy  stress
(b = .25, t = 4.18, p < .001), narcissism  stress (b = .02, t = 0.36, p = .72), and
Machiavellianism  stress (b = .08, t = 1.21, p = .23).
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Table 2
Regressions of positive affective expectations on Dark Triad personality traits, age,
and sex and positive affective experiences on Dark Triad personality traits, stress,
affective expectations, age, and sex.
Positive affective expectations
R2
Step 1
Age
Sex
Step 2
Psychopathy
Narcissism
Machiavellianism

DR2
**

.05

.07*

B (SE)

p

b

.05**
.02 (.01)
.05 (.11)

.24
.04

.001
.62

.01 (.18)
.01 (.01)
.03 (.14)

.01
.11
.02

.94
.14
.85

.02

Positive affective experiences

Step 1
Age
Sex
Positive affective
expectations
Step 2
Psychopathy
Narcissism
Machiavellianism
Step 3
Stress
Step 4
Psychopathy  Stress
Narcissism  Stress
Machiavellianism  Stress
*
**
***

R2

DR2

.25***

.25***

.27***

B (SE)

p

b

.01 (.01)
.29 (.11)
.53 (.08)

.08
.16
.44

.25
.01
<.001

.29 (.19)
.01 (.01)
.15 (.15)

.11
.04
.07

.13
.52
.31

.25 (.07)

.22

.001

1.00 (.24)
.10 (.01)
.20 (.25)

.29
.05
.06

<.001
.43
.44

.02

.32***

.05**

.38***

.06***

p < .05.
p < .01.
p < .001.

stress they experienced. In contrast, individuals with high levels of
psychopathy appear to be highly reactive to stress in this context
such that these individuals reported having fewer positive affective
experiences than those with low levels of psychopathy when they
experienced high levels of stress but more positive affective experiences than those with low levels of psychopathy when they experienced low levels of stress.

5. Discussion

Positive Affective Experiences

The goal of the present study was to examine whether Dark
Triad personality features moderated the association between
stress and affective experiences. Consistent with previous research
(e.g., Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995; Braveman et al., 2011; Lantz et al.,
2005; Marco & Suls, 1993; Smith & Anderson, 1986; Smith &

Fig. 1. Predicted values for positive affective experiences illustrating the interaction
of psychopathy and perceived stress at values that are one standard deviation above
and below their respective means.

Rhodewalt, 1986), perceived stress was associated with more negative outcomes. These ﬁndings highlight the importance of considering perceived stress in relatively positive real world situations
and are consistent with the results of studies that have examined
the role of stress in a similar context (e.g., Besser & Priel, 2006;
Besser & Shackelford, 2007).
In partial support of our hypotheses, psychopathic personality
features moderated the association between perceived stress and
affective experiences. That is, individuals with psychopathic tendencies reported the least positive affective experiences when they
perceived their vacations as being stressful. This suggests that individuals with high levels of psychopathy were more reactive to
stress in this relatively positive context than were individuals with
low levels of psychopathy. Interestingly, individuals with high levels of psychopathy reported more positive affective experiences
than those with low levels of psychopathy when perceived levels
of stress were low but this pattern reversed when perceived stress
was high such that individuals with high levels of psychopathy
reported fewer positive affective experiences. Taken together,
these ﬁndings suggest that individuals with high levels of psychopathy are particularly reactive to stress in this context. This pattern
may be explained by the fact that individuals with high levels of
psychopathy often lack impulse control (Jones & Paulhus, 2011a)
and demonstrate a low tolerance for frustration (Bettencourt
et al., 2006; Blair, 2010). For example, individuals with high levels
of psychopathy may become more easily irritated than others
when they experience poor service at the hotel resort or are unable
to master a leisure activity or game. This explanation is supported
by a line of research that has shown that individuals with high levels of psychopathy engage in reactive aggression which is triggered
by a frustrating event and often involves unplanned, emotional
attacks on the perceived source of frustration (Berkowitz, 1993).
Although relatively few studies have examined whether this susceptibility to frustration and impulsivity puts these individuals at
risk for negative consequences other than reactive aggression,
the existing ﬁndings suggest that this may be a viable possibility
(e.g., Blair, 2010). For example, Jones and Paulhus (2011a) found
that individuals with psychopathic tendencies engaged in high levels of dysfunctional impulsivity which put them at a greater risk
for negative outcomes such as poor decision making (e.g.,
Brunas-Wagstaff, Bergquist, Richardson, & Connor, 1995). Studies
using the Ultimatum Game (i.e., a 2-player game in which one
player [the Proposer] makes a recommendation about how they
should split a sum of money [50-50, 60-40, 70-30, etc.] and the
other player [the Responder] decides whether to accept the proposed split or reject the split so that both players receive nothing)
have shown that individuals with psychopathic tendencies are
more likely than others to reject relatively small unfair offers
(i.e., less that 20–30% of the total) which is thought to be due to
an inability to regulate their frustration during this task (e.g.,
Koenigs, Kruepke, & Newman, 2010; Pillutla & Murnighan, 1996).
Further research is needed to gain a better understanding of the
types of situations that elicit frustration among individuals with
high levels of psychopathy as well as the nature of their responses
to frustration across these situations.
Contrary to our predictions, narcissistic personality features
failed to moderate the associations between perceived stress and
affective experiences. That is, individuals with high levels of narcissism were no more or less reactive to stress in this context than
individuals with low levels of narcissism. This pattern is somewhat
surprising given that the feelings of entitlement (e.g., Brown,
Budzek, & Tamborski, 2009) and impulsivity (e.g., Vazire &
Funder, 2006) that often characterize narcissistic individuals
would seem to make them especially prone to emotional reactions
in the wake of stressful situations. The most likely explanation for
this pattern is that the minor inconveniences encountered during
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these vacation experiences (e.g., slow service at a restaurant) may
not have had the capacity to threaten the grandiose yet vulnerable
self-concepts of narcissistic individuals. That is, we believe that the
minor inconveniences encountered during these relatively positive
experiences may not be particularly meaningful to individuals
with narcissistic tendencies because these inconveniences likely
do not undermine their grandiose self-perceptions and feelings of
control that often result in a marked dysregulation of self and
affective processes (Pincus & Lukowitsky, 2010). Future research
is needed to further assess the types of events that elicit heightened reactivity from individuals with narcissistic tendencies.
The present study highlights the importance of considering psychopathic personality features in the connection between stress
and affective experiences in a relatively positive real world situation. Psychopathy is associated with relatively poor interpersonal
relationship functioning (e.g., Jones & Paulhus, 2011a; Williams &
Paulhus, 2004). The poor interpersonal styles of individuals with
high levels of psychopathy is due, at least in part, to their impulsive
behavior which is found to be problematic even for individuals
with subclinical levels of psychopathy (Williams & Paulhus,
2004). This has important implications for service industries
because research suggests that customers who are aggressive and
uncivil (i.e., deviant behavior that violates norms for mutual
respect) toward employees has adverse effects (e.g., Grandey,
Dickter, & Sin, 2004; van Jaarsveld, Walker, & Skarlicki, 2010).
For example, Grandey et al. (2004) found that employees who
encountered aggressive customers experienced more stress and
faster burnout. Results from a study conducted by van Jaarsveld
et al. (2010) revealed that interactions with uncivil customers led
to increased emotional exhaustion and ultimately reciprocation
of uncivil behaviors. Taken together, these ﬁndings suggest that
it could be helpful for service industries to be aware of the fact that
customers with high levels of psychopathy may become more easily frustrated with employees when they experience minor inconveniences that may sometimes be beyond the control of the
employees (e.g., slow service due to an under staffed kitchen). This
is helpful because it allows individuals working in service industries to be more aware of when these situations occur and to prepare their employees by limiting their interactions with these
customers and providing employees with relief such as longer
and more frequent breaks during shifts.
The present study had a number of strengths (e.g., community
sample, real life situations) but it is important to acknowledge
some of the potential limitations. The ﬁrst limitation of the present
study is that it relied exclusively on self-report measures. This presents the possibility that our ﬁndings may have been inﬂuenced by
distorted responses (e.g., socially desirable responding). For example, some individuals may have been reluctant to report negative
experiences regarding their vacation. Future studies should adopt
more direct observations of individuals’ behaviors, affect, stress,
and involvement in activities while they are on vacation. The second limitation is that the sample consisted of married individuals
from urban areas in Israel which may limit the generalizability of
these results. The extent to which the present results would replicate in a more diverse sample (e.g., individuals with a different
racial/ethnic background, unmarried individuals, individuals who
are not wealthy enough to vacation at this sort of resort) is an
important question for future research. The third limitation is that
the present study assessed stress using a single-item measure. It is
important for future research to use a more comprehensive measure of stress to replicate the present ﬁndings. A related limitation
is that the generally high scores for our measures of positive affective expectations and experiences raise the possibility of ceiling
effects. This suggests that the ‘‘low’’ scores that we observed for
positive affective expectations and experiences were only low in
relation to this high baseline. This is not terribly surprising consid-
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ering that vacations are considered to be generally positive experiences. Conversely, the relatively low scores that were found for the
Dart Triad and stress raise the possibility of ﬂoor effects. This is
important to note because it suggests that our participants did
not generally report high levels of Dark Triad personality features
nor did they experience extremely high levels of stress during their
vacations. Future research should attempt to extend these results
to individuals with more extreme manifestations of these personality features (e.g., individuals who meet the diagnostic criteria for
antisocial personality disorder).
Despite its limitations, the present study sheds light on the
importance of considering dark personality features in the associations between stress and negative affective experiences. The
results of the present study found that psychopathic personality
features moderated the association between stress and affective
experiences such that individuals with high levels of psychopathy
were more reactive to stress in a relatively positive situation. This
suggests the possibility that individuals with psychopathic personality features may be vulnerable to negative consequences in situations where there is a high risk for frustration even though
vacations are generally assumed to be relatively positive experiences. These ﬁndings extend our understanding of the link
between stress and negative outcomes as well as provide support
for the possibility that frustration may be important for understanding the negative consequences associated with psychopathy.
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