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examines the effects of experimentally induced response distortion on self- and
informant-reports of the Dark Triad. The participants (N =834 undergraduates)
completed Dark Triad measures in a 2 x 3 between-person design crossing format
(self- vs. informant-report [imagined friend]) with instruction condition (answer
honestly, look good, or look bad). “Look good” effects were significant for both self-
reports (d=-1.22 to 1.42) and informant-reports (d =-1.35 to 0.62). “Look bad”
effects were also significant for both self-reports (d = -0.56 to 3.58) and informant-
reports (d =-0.55 to 3.70). The Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory results were
opposite to hypotheses, but Dirty Dozen Machiavellianism results were as expected.
We conclude that people can distort Dark Triad scores for themselves (self-report)
and on behalf of someone else (informant-report). We discuss the relevance of our

findings for self- and informant-report assessment in applied contexts.
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Practitioner Points

e The study demonstrates that informants can distort their responses on Dark Triad
personality domains, highlighting the need for scrutiny in informant-reports and
self-reports.

e By manipulating instructions to “look good” and “look bad,” the study found
significant effects of faking on both self-reports and informant-reports of the
Dark Triad domains.

e Results of this study emphasize the importance of considering response distortion
in the assessment of the Dark Triad, especially in high-stakes real-world contexts,

to ensure accurate score interpretation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Although self-report ratings scales are the most frequent method of
assessing personality, their accuracy has often been criticized (Paulhus &
Vazire, 2007). One major criticism is that self-ratings allow the test-taker
to engage in response distortion. That is, test-takers may attempt to make
themselves look better than they really are (to “look good”) or worse than
they really are (to “look bad”), resulting in inaccurate measurement
(Edwards, 1957; Paulhus, 2002). Meta-analyses show that test-takers can
distort their responses when instructed to do so, resulting in large to very
large mean score changes to both Big Five personality traits and Dark
Triad personality trait constellations (Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999; Walker
et al,, 2022). The Big Five represents five personality domains (openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism;
Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999) and the Dark Triad represents three
personality trait constellations (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psy-
chopathy; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Dark Triad assessment has gained
popularity following the highly publicized scrutiny surrounding organiza-
tional misconduct (Van Scotter & Roglio, 2020), police misconduct
(Semrad & Scott-Parker, 2020), the abuse and murder of prisoners by
armed forces and CIA operatives (Bartone, 2010) right through to the
Dark Triad predicting workplace outcomes including job performance,
citizenship behavior, counterproductive workplace behavior, and leader-
ship styles (Spain et al., 2014). As assessment of the Dark Triad and use of
informant-report scales become more prevalent in organizations inter-
ested in screening out individuals possessing maladaptive characteristics
during the selection process (Spain et al., 2014), confidence in these
measures to provide accurate and reliable assessment is paramount. This
research provides a starting point for researchers to consider the practical
implications of informant-report response distortion, and mitigate the
potential for faking in informant responses when designing studies and
interpreting results.

One suggested solution to response distortion on self-report
rating scales is to use informant-reports (Kim et al., 2019; Vazire, 2006).
Prior meta-analytic findings show satisfactory agreement between
self- and informant-reported personality scores, emphasizing the
benefits of using both self- and informant-reports to measure
personality (Connelly & Ones, 2010; Kim et al., 2019). However, it is
possible that informants might also distort their responses. Although
prior work has laid important groundwork for identifying response
biases on self-report scales, there exists a considerable gap in
understanding how Dark Triad dimensions are captured using
informant-report scales. As yet, there has been little to no empirical
examination of informant response distortion. That is, no study has
investigated the extent to which informants try to make someone else
“look good” or “look bad” on subclinical Dark Triad rating scales, and
only one prior study has measured informant distortion to make
someone else “look good” on the Big Five (Konig et al., 2017). This
study provides the first examination of the extent to which people can
distort their responses on informant-report ratings of the Dark Triad
personality dimensions providing a foundation to explore response

distortion on informant-report ratings scales.

1.1 | Instructed faking

Despite the validity of self-reported information (Holden &
Passey, 2010), there has been substantial debate about the accuracy
of self-report scales, which represents an ongoing challenge for
researchers (Hogan & Foster, 2016). These concerns typically relate
to the impact of response sets, biases, and styles on the validity of
self-reported noncognitive data. Not all test-takers respond accu-
rately. Some may distort responses unconsciously, whereas others
may intentionally distort their responses when motivated to do so
(Edwards, 1957; Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). Ego-protective or self-
serving biases tend to arise when an individual's sense of self is
threatened. An individual may endorse items to enhance or protect
their self-perceptions (Rodman et al., 2017).

Instructed faking paradigms are a standard experimental method
used to examine the extent to which individuals can distort their
responses in a socially desirable way on personality measures. Individuals
may intentionally present themselves more favorably than they really are
(distorting to look good) or less favorably than they really are (distorting to
look bad, also referred to as malingering; Arthur et al., 2010; Donaldson &
Grant-Vallone, 2002; Furnham, 1990; Rogers & Bender, 2018; Rogers
et al., 2003). For example, a job applicant may try to enhance their
positive qualities to look like a good fit for the job (Birkeland et al., 2006).
In contrast, test-takers may try to make themselves look worse than they
really are in some contexts. For example, in a forensic setting, an offender
may inflate their negative qualities when being assessed for competency
to stand trial (Mills & Kroner, 2005).

Although there is substantial literature on response bias and
psychopathy more generally (see Ray et al., 2013 for a review), the
vast majority of this research has focused on identifying such biases
using validity scales (sometimes called “lie scales” or “response
distortion scales”), often in a clinical context (Paulhus, 2002; Ray
et al., 2013; Sleep et al., 2017). For example, measures such as the
clinical Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory have a “built-in”
validity scale to detect socially desirable responding. Examining
response distortion through validity scales is quite different to
experimental paradigms manipulating the stakes of the assessment to
study such distortion (i.e., instructed faking paradigms). Although
validity scales are commonly researched, instructed faking research is
much less common. In fact, a recent meta-analysis located only two,
four, and 13 instructed faking studies for narcissism, Machiavellian-
ism, and psychopathy respectively (Walker et al., 2022).

Given the limited research on faking in the context of the Dark
Triad, research examining the Honesty-Humility factor of the
HEXACO model (Lee & Ashton, 2014) may offer additional insight.
Honesty-Humility evaluates characteristics such as fairness, sincerity,
and modesty, has been shown to be negatively related to the Dark
Triad traits (Lee & Ashton, 2014). Instructed Faking research on the
HEXACO suggests individuals may modify their responses under
faking conditions (MacCann, 2013). Similarly, Dunlop et al. (2015)
showed a positive association between faking and the modesty facet

of Honesty-Humility, suggesting that more modest individuals may
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be more likely to feel pressure to present themselves in a positive
light. Given the demonstrated relationship between the Dark Triad
and the HEXACO Honesty-Humility dimension, it is reasonable to
expect similar response distortion may occur further indicating that
people can fake on measures of the Dark Triad. The accuracy of self-
report rating scales relies on the test-taker's truthful responding and
the assumption of accurate self-perception (Klonsky, Jane, et al., 2002;
Paulhus & Vazire, 2007).

An alternate method of obtaining information about a person is
through informant-reports. Informant-reports are assessments in which
another person (e.g., work colleague, friend, or parent) rates a target
(Vazire & Carlson, 2010). How well an informant knows the target and
how much the informant likes the target can impact the informant's
reporting (Hollander, 1956; Leising et al., 2010). Indeed, early users of
informant-reports raised concerns about potential “friendship effects,”
suggesting informants with a close relationship to the target may
respond favorably about them (Hollander, 1956). Nevertheless, the
nature of inaccuracy may depend on the source of the report. When
self-report ratings are more favorable than informant-reports, these
discrepancies may reflect self-deceptive enhancement, in which the
individual genuinely has an inflated self-perception. Conversely, when
informant-reports are more favorable, the inaccuracy may by influenced
by “friendship effects” such that an informant's relationship with the
target positively biases their evaluation.

Such “friendship effect” concerns are often dismissed with the
suggestion that informants are not motivated to distort their responses
as the consequences of their responses do not directly impact them
(Leising et al., 2010; Vazire, 2006). However, the degree to which
informants like the target inevitably impacted their ratings of the target
(Hollander, 1956; Klonsky, Oltmanns, et al., 2002; Leising et al., 2010).
Recent findings support this view. For example, Beckmann et al. (2020)
found that informant-ratings are more favorable than self-ratings for all
Big Five traits (i.e., higher for extraversion, agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, and openness but lower for neuroticism). Effects were larger
for nonwork informants (romantic partners, friends, and/or family
members) than for work informants (direct reports, supervisors and/or
work peers), consistent with a “friendship effect.” Similarly, Gros et al.
(2007) found informants tended to rate their friends more favorably
compared to self-reports, especially on evaluative traits.

In contrast, self-ratings were found to be more favorable than
informant ratings across all Big Five personality traits (Mount
et al., 1994) and emotional intelligence (Walker & MacCann, 2023).
Informant ratings were more favorable for well-known, rather than
lesser-known targets, consistent with a “friendship effect.” Similarly,
Clifton et al. (2005), Miller et al. (2005), and Sleep et al. (2017) found
that self-reported ratings of narcissism were more favorable (i.e.,
lower narcissism) than informant ratings. Psychopathy was also rated
more favorably (i.e., lower psychopathy) when self-reported com-
pared to when rated by an informant (Miller et al., 2011). Taken
together, these findings indicate that self-ratings are likely to be more
favorable than informant-ratings on all Dark Triad trait constellations.
That is, informant-ratings will be generally higher for narcissism,

Machiavellianism, and psychopathy domains and facets.

|
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1.2 | The Dark Triad

The Dark Triad comprises narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopa-
thy (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Although conceptually distinct from
each other, there are empirically overlapping characteristics such as
ethical, moral, and socially deviant behavior as well as an interpersonally
exploitative demeanor with goal-focused manipulation of others'
emotions for personal gain. Given the Dark Triad predicts a range of
problematic behaviors in the workplace, for example (for a review, see
Spain et al, 2014), it is unsurprising interest in the Dark Triad
assessment has gained popularity for its use of screening out people
possessing maladaptive traits (Spain et al., 2014).

1.2.1 | Narcissism

As a subclinical personality domain, narcissism covers a spectrum
from mild to extreme (Miller & Campbell, 2008) and comprises two
facets: grandiose and vulnerable narcissism. Grandiose narcissism is
characterized by grandiosity, self-confidence, and exploitation of
others with a tendency to rely on self-internal validation (Dickinson &
Pincus, 2003; Zhang et al., 2017). When threatened, people with high
grandiose narcissism may blame and devalue others while refusing to
acknowledge their own weaknesses. Vulnerable narcissism is
characterized by grandiose fantasies, oscillations between self-love
and self-loathing, a fragile sense of self, a reliance on external
validation for self-esteem maintenance, and hypersensitivity to
negative feedback (Wink, 1991). When threatened, people with high
vulnerable narcissism become defensive and resentful, and may show

aggressive outbursts toward others (Wink, 1991).

1.2.2 | Machiavellianism

Subclinical Machiavellianism is derived from the philosophical writings
of Niccolo Machiavelli, a political advisor to the Medici family in 16th
century Firenze (Christie & Geis, 1970). Machiavellianism is character-
ized by goal-focused manipulative and callous social interactions,
including the use of long-term strategic planning to delay gratification
for better rewards in the future, questionable morals, and a cold, cynical
world-view (Christie & Geis, 1970; Furnham et al., 2013).

1.2.3 | Psychopathy

Subclinical psychopathy is characterized by superficial charm, pathologi-
cal lying, and lack of empathy, conscience, and remorse (Cleckley, 1951;
Hare, 2003), existing on a continuum in the wider population (Berg et al.,
2013). Psychopathy measures, such as the Levenson's Self-report
Psychopathy Scale (Levenson et al., 1995), were developed to measure
the two-factor structure of psychopathy proposed by Karpman (1941).
This two-factor structure comprises two related but distinct factors
differing in their etiology and symptomology: primary and secondary
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psychopathy (Hare, 2003). Both facets are typified by indifference to
one's own and others' emotions, underpinned by an antagonistic
interpersonal style (Miller & Lynam, 2012). More recently, a three-
factor approach to psychopathy (as measured by Levenson's Self-report
Psychopathy Scale) has been shown to better capture the egocentric,
callous, and antisocial characteristics of psychopathy better than the
original two-factor approach (Brinkley et al., 2008; Garofalo et al., 2019;
Sellbom, 2011). Egocentricity relates to interpersonally manipulative and
antagonistic characteristics associated with perceived low social
responsibility (Christian & Sellbom, 2016; Sellbom, 2011), callousness
relates to lacking empathy and remorse and is associated with cold-
heartedness, lack of remorse, and low empathy (Anderson et al., 2013;
Sellbom, 2011), whereas antisocial is related to impulsivity, and antisocial
behavior (Brinkley et al., 2008; Sellbom, 2011).

1.3 |
reports

Instructed faking on self- and informant-

The current study aims to examine how much people distort their
responses on self and informant-ratings of the Dark Triad under
simulated “high stakes” conditions of obtaining or avoiding employment.
We use a 2 x 3 between-person design crossing the target (oneself vs. an
imagined friend) with the motivational condition, or stakes of the
assessment (no stakes vs. wanting a desirable job vs. wanting to avoid an
undesirable job). Using the job simulation condition ensures there is an
element of choice over the extent to which people will distort their
responses under simulated high-stakes conditions (as opposed to asking
the participants explicitly to “fake”).

Our expectations for the extent to which people can distort their
responses on self-report scales are based on prior meta-analytic work
examining faking on personality questionnaires (see Viswesvaran &
Ones [1999] for a review). Large effects of faking-good have been
demonstrated on all Big Five personality domains such that when
instructed to, people can increase their positive attributes and
decrease negative attributes on self-report scales.

Our expectations regarding the effects of response distortion on
informant-report scales are largely based on prior findings demon-
strating that informants inflate their target's positive characteristics
(Leising et al., 2010). Similarly, assessing psychopathology reported by
self- and informant-reports indicated that informants were also prone
to overreporting symptomology as measured by validity scales (Quilty
et al., 2018; Webber et al., 2022). As such, we expect informants can
distort their informant-reported responses on Dark Triad measures

when instructed to do so.

1.4 | Hypotheses

All hypotheses were pre-registered at http://aspredicted.org/blind.
php?x=ke3wc3

Hypothesis 1. Individuals will fake on all measures of the

Dark Triad. There will be a significant mean difference on all

Dark Triad scores for “honest” as compared to “look good” and
“look bad” conditions. We expect all Dark Triad scores to be
higher in the “look bad” condition (Hypothesis 1a) and lower in
the “look good” condition (Hypothesis 1b) as compared to the
“answer honestly” condition.

Hypothesis 2. Self-reports will be more favorable than
informant-reports. Specifically, all Dark Triad scores will be

significantly lower for self-reports than informant-reports.

Hypothesis 3. There will be an interaction between instruction
condition and rater (i.e., self or informant),® such that people will
fake more for others than for themselves. That is, differences
between the “look good” and “answer honestly” conditions will be
larger for informant- than self-reports (indicating that people
asked to “look good” for their friend are likely to distort their
responses to a larger degree, as compared to people asked to
“look good” for themselves; Hypothesis 3a) and the difference
between “look bad” and “answer honestly” will similarly be larger

for informant- than self-reports (Hypothesis 3b).

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

Undergraduate psychology students (convenience sample) at the first
author's university (N = 834; 557 female, 256 male, 1 nonbinary) took
part in the 10-min study during an in-class activity and as such, did not
receive any incentives for taking part. Participants were aged between
17 and 55 years (M=27.46; SD=23.07). Additional participant
information (including exclusion based on preregistered criteria) can
be found in Supporting Information materials at https://osf.io/
eb49g/?view_only=28d4eceb865049558c8b1818596ch684.  Study
data are available in Supporting Information materials.

2.2 | Sample size

This study used a convenience sample of all students enrolled in a
particular course. As such, the sample size was driven by practicalities
rather than power analysis to determined minimum sample size.
However, a power analysis based on a target effect size of d =0.40
(f=0.20) for a 3x2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed that a
sample of 390 would be required to achieve 95% power (N = 244 for
80% power). This target effect size was based on the smallest effect in
a meta-analysis of instructed faking on the Dark Triad (Walker
et al., 2022). We therefore have adequate power to test hypotheses.

2.3 | Materials

Pathological Narcissism Inventory-Brief (Schoenleber et al., 2015) is a

28-item scale measuring grandiose narcissism (e.g., “I can usually talk
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my way out of anything”), vulnerable narcissism (e.g., ‘I often hide my
needs for fear that others will see me as needy and desperate”), and
total narcissism. Items are rated on a 6-point scale ranging from “not
at all like me” to “very much like me”.

Levenson's Self-Report Psychopathy Scale (LRSP; Levenson
et al.,, 1995) is a 19-item scale assessing egocentricity (e.g., “Success
is based on survival of the fittest; | am not concerned about the
losers”), callousness (e.g., “I make a point of trying not to hurt others
in pursuit of my goals”, and antisocial (e.g., “I find myself in the same
kinds of trouble time after time”) psychopathy dimensions (Christian
& Sellbom, 2016). Items are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from
“disagree strongly” to “agree strongly”.

The Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory (FFMI; Collison
et al., 2018) assesses Machiavellianism with 52 items based on an
expert-derived trait profile of the five factor model of personality
(e.g., “I will go out of my way to help other people”, “I like to carefully
consider the consequences before | make a decision”, “l work hard to
pursue my goals”). It should be noted that although the FFMI was
developed to assess normal variations in personality traits, its design
may not effectively capture the upper extremes of Machiavellianism.
Items are rated on a 5-point scale from “disagree strongly” to “agree
strongly”.

The Dirty Dozen (Jonason & Webster, 2010) is a 12-item scale
measuring the Dark Triad personality dimensions on a 5-point Likert
scale (not well to extremely well). There are four narcissism items
(e.g., “l tend to seek prestige or status”), four Machiavellianism items
(e.g., “I tend to manipulate others to get my way”), and four
psychopathy items (e.g., “I tend to be callous or insensitive”).

2.4 | Procedure

All participants completed a demographic questionnaire. Participants
were then randomly assigned to one of six conditions using Qualtrics
randomization: self/fake-bad, self/fake-good, self/honest, informant/fake-
bad, informant/fake-good, informant/honest. In the “informant-report”
conditions, participants were asked to think of a peer of the same sex and
age (not a romantic partner). There were several reasons for this
instruction including avoiding potential emotional biases romantic
partners may feel toward their significant other. By asking participants
to think of a peer of the same sex and age (but not a romantic partner),
the study aims to control those extraneous factors. Additionally, these
instructions promote comparability between groups, simplify interpreta-
tion by limiting the types of relationships participants could consider, and
uniformity of conditions ensuring observed effects are more likely
attributable to the manipulation of the study rather than the type of
relationship between target and informant. The specific instructions for
each condition are given in the Supporting Information materials (https://
osf.io/eb49g/?view_only=28d4eceb865049558c8b1818596ch684). The
“look good” instructions framed the personality ratings as part of a job
selection process for a job you/your friend really wanted whereas the

“look bad” a job that you/your friend really did not want to take.

5
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Following the instruction screen, participants were asked “what
did the instructions ask you to do?” and participants had to select a
response from nine options (e.g., “Rate myself honestly”, “Complete
some intelligence tests”). If they did not answer correctly, the
instructions were displayed a second time. There were four
manipulation checks, all of which were data check items, in place
to ensure attention to the task and instructions (see Supporting
Information materials). All protocols were approved by the Human

Research Ethics Committee of the first author's institution.

2.5 | Analysis

Hypotheses 1 to 3 were tested using 3x2 ANOVAs.2 We used
contrast coding as follows, for the six conditions informant/fake-bad,
informant/fake-good, informant/honest, self/fake-bad, self/fake-
good, self/honest: (a) self-report versus informant-report (0.33,
0.33, 0.33, -0.33, -0.33 -0.33); (b) fake-bad versus honest (0.5, O
-0.5, .5, -0.5); (c) fake-good versus honest (0, 0.5, -0.5, 0.5, -0.5); (d)
the interaction of “look bad” with measurement type (i.e., contrast a *
contrast b); and (e) the interaction of faking good with measurement
type (i.e., contrast a * contrast c). A separate ANOVA was conducted
for each of the Dark Triad domains and facets. We evaluated
the effect size with respect to np? with values of 0.01, 0.06,
and 0.14 considered as “small,” “medium,” and “large,” respectively
(Cohen, 1988). Posthoc analyses were conducted to test whether the
association between the Dark Triad trait constellations and self-
interested, or other-interested variables differed between honest and
faking conditions. This analysis represents a departure from the

preregistration.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Reliability and descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the reliability, descriptive statistics for the Dark
Triad domain and facet scores. Mean differences across conditions
are also shown. Internal consistency of the Dark Triad was good
across honest, look good, and look bad conditions, except for LSRP
total psychopathy in three conditions: look-bad/self-report (a =.57),
honest/informant-report (a=.67), and look-bad/informant report
(a = .64). These reliability estimates are consistent with prior research
on the LSRP (Schoenleber et al., 2015). Effect sizes (Cohen's d, see
Table 1) ranged from small to very large for “look good” on self-
ratings, very small to extremely large for “look bad” on self-ratings,
small to very large for “look good” on informant-ratings, and large to
extremely large for “look bad” on informant-ratings. The correlations
among condition variables—honest responding, fake good, and fake
bad—are detailed in Tables 2, 3, and 4, respectively. For all tables,
self-report data are positioned below the diagonal, while informant-

report data are located above it.
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TABLE 1 Reliability and descriptive statistics for each Dark Triad domain and facet.
Honest (N = 281) (self n = 143, Look good (N = 281) (self n = 147, Look bad (N = 272) (self n = 132,
informant n = 138) informant n = 134) informant n = 140)
Trait constellations M SD a M SD a t d M SD a t d
Self-report
PNI Total narcissism 2.98 0.61 .89 246 0.59 .89 -7.35"** -0.86 3.64 0.60 .80 9.24*** 111
PNI Grandiose 3.26 0.62 77 3.20 0.72 .81 -0.84 -0.10 3.15 0.92 .80 -1.16 -0.14
narcissism
PNI Vulnerable 2.76 0.72 .86 191 0.68 .90 -10.37*** -1.22 4.02 0.66 .78 15.09*** 1.82
narcissism
DD Narcissism 2.65 0.89 71 2.19 0.84 77 -4.46** -0.52 4.03 1.19 79 10.79*** 1.32
FFMI Machiavellianism 2.96 0.39 .85 3.44 0.25 .92 12.00*** 142 237 0.45 .90 -4.64*** -0.56
DD Machiavellianism 2.21 0.85 .65 1.71 0.76 .78 -5.26"** -0.62 4.18 1.17 .86 15.79*** 1.93
LRSP Egocentricity 1.84 0.64 .89 1.67 0.70 .92 -2.25 -0.27 3.59 0.58 .87 23.86*** 2.88
LRSP Callous 1.66 0.56 .55 1.47 0.66 .83 -2.56 -0.30 3.58 0.70 .76 24.94*** 3.05
LRSP Antisocial 2.32 0.54 .52 1.59 0.72 .89 -9.84*** -1.16 3.64 0.58 .75 19.33*** 2.35
DD Psychopathy 1.87 0.71 .82 1.33 0.67 75 -7.21** -0.85 4.50 0.80 72 28.85*** 3.50
Informant-report
PNI Total narcissism 2.84 0.49 .83 2.38 0.53 .87 -7.55*** -0.92 3.68 0.54 .82 13.67*** 1.64
PNI Grandiose 3.03 0.59 .75 2.93 0.70 .81 -1.42 -0.17 3.37 0.76 77 3.99*** 0.48
narcissism
PNI Vulnerable 2.70 0.60 .80 1.96 0.61 .88 -10.05"** -1.22 3.94 0.64 .82 16.74** 2.01
narcissism
DD Narcissism 2.30 0.94 .81 1.88 0.80 .82 -3.97*** -0.48 3.83 1.07 .75 17.00*** 1.51
FFMI Machiavellianism  3.10 0.41 .85 3.31 0.24 .89 5.17*** 0.62 290 0.32 .93 -4.58*** -0.55
DD Machiavellianism 1.99 0.85 .70 1.47 0.56 .69 -5.91** -0.71 3.95 1.06 79 12.59*** 2.04
LRSP Egocentricity 1.94 0.61 .87 1.43 0.47 .86 -7.78** -0.94 3.46 0.60 .88 20.97*** 2.52
LRSP Callous 1.83 0.62 72 1.36 0.47 .65 -7.09*** -0.86 3.40 0.70 74 19.58*** 2.36
LRSP Antisocial 2.08 0.56 .59 1.44 0.51 74 -9.99*** -135 3.60 0.56 .82 22.38*** 2.69
DD Psychopathy 1.73 0.71 .81 1.22 0.40 .52 -7.36"** -121 438 0.37 77 30.85*** 3.70

Note: Reliability and descriptive statistics for each Dark Triad domain and facet under answer honestly, look good, and look bad instruction conditions for
self-report and informant-report (Cohen's d compares faking conditions to answer honestly). Cohen's d compares the standardized mean difference for
the honest condition to “look good” and “look bad” conditions. The t statistic was derived from an independent samples t test. To account for multiple

comparisons, a was set at .001 (a/40 comparisons).

Abbreviations: DD, Dirty Dozen (5-point scale); FFMI, Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory (5-point scale); LRSP, Levenson's Self-Report Psychopathy

Scale (4-point scale); PNI, Pathological Narcissism Inventory (6-point scale).

***p <.001.

3.2 | Hypothesis testing

Table 5 reports the ANOVAs (testing Hypotheses 1-3).

3.2.1 | Hypothesis 1a: Dark Triad scores will be
lower for “look good” instructions

In comparison to the “answer honestly” condition, participants in the

“look good” condition showed significantly lower scores on eight of
the 10 Dark Triad variables we measured. The two exceptions were

PNI grandiose narcissism (where there were no significant differ-
ences) and FFMI Machiavellianism (where “faking good” instructions
produced significantly higher scores, in contrast to hypotheses—note
that Dirty Dozen Machiavellianism showed the opposite effect, as
hypothesized). The effect sizes were: (a) very large (partial eta
squared [np?] > 0.20) for PNI vulnerable narcissism, Dirty Dozen total
narcissism, and LSRP secondary psychopathy:; (b) large (np2 = 0.14) for
PNI total narcissism, FFMI total Machiavellianism (where the effect
was in the opposite direction to hypotheses), and LSRP total
psychopathy: (c) moderate to large (np?=0.10) for Dirty Dozen
psychopathy; and (d) moderate (np?=0.06) for Dirty Dozen
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TABLE 2 Correlations between honest conditions self-report variables (lower matrix) and informant-report variables (upper matrix).

PNI N PNI G PNI V FFMI LSRP E LSRP C LSRP A DD N DD M DD P
PNI P 761%** 876*** 217* 519%** 242% A468*** .520%** .514*** .354%**
PNI G .836*** .353*** .399*** A4TF> .190* 226** 549> .542%** .232**
PNI V 937*** 592 .015 416 .208* .506*** .342*** .338*** .338***
FFMI M .105 .332%** -.058 467 216" -.095 .313*** .253** .253**
LSRP E 411 375 .365*** 376*** .602*** .334*** .328*** 531+ 567
LSRP C .055 .085 .027 .309*** .544*** .295%** .245%* 497+ .556***
LSRP A 4697 373 452+ -.075 .356*** 172 261** .352%** 485***
DD N A495%** A483*** A419%** 256" 379*** 177 .321%** 519%** 272**
DD M 291 445> .144 541> 403*** 312+ 217** A405*** .504***
DD P 172 125 172* .204* A432%** 3717 .260** .355*** 404***

Abbreviations: A, antisocial; C, callous; DD, Dirty Dozen; E, egocentricity; FFMI, Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory; LSRP, Levenson's Self-report
Psychopathy scale; M, Machiavellianism; N, narcissism; P, sychopathy; PNI, Pathological Narcissism Inventory; V, vulnerable narcissism.

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

TABLE 3 Correlations between fake bad conditions self-report variables (lower matrix) and informant-report variables (upper matrix).
PNI N PNI G PNI V FFMI LSRP E LSRP C LSRP A DD N DD M DD P
PNI'N 757%* .811%** .187* 555%** .378*** .396%** A458%** .375%* 375%*
PNI G .787*** .232** 555 399 257+ .08 493%* 371 111
PNI' V T67*** .208* -.218** A470%** .332%** .518*** 241* 226 4597
FFMI M .133 414> -.220* 219 .13 -.117 .304*** 176* -.069
LSRP E .345%** 272** .265** 293*** .704%** .528*** 417 507*** 549
LSRP C .082 .072 .055 135 6177 498 2927 441 .536™**
LSRP A .054 -.16 251 -.263** 408 .502*** .240** .268** .620%**
DD N 407+ A61%** 166 .387*** .388*** .215* .067 .508*** 377***
DD M .283** .307*** 129 376** 465 .364*** 141 .610*** .507***
DD P 216" 173 163 176" A410%** A436™** .314*** .525%** .580***

Abbreviations: A, antisocial; C, callous; DD, Dirty Dozen; E, egocentricity; FFMI, Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory; LSRP, Levenson's Self-report

Psychopathy scale; M, Machiavellianism; N, narcissism; P, sychopathy; PNI, Pathological Narcissism Inventory; V, vulnerable narcissism.

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

Machiavellianism and LSRP primary psychopathy. We therefore have
mixed support for Hypothesis 1a.

3.2.2 | Hypothesis 1b: Dark Triad scores will be
higher for “look bad” instructions

In comparison to the “answer honestly” condition, participants in the
“look bad” condition showed significantly higher scores on eight of
the 10 Dark Triad variables we measured. As for faking good, the two
exceptions were PNI grandiose narcissism (where there were no
significant differences), and FFMI Machiavellianism (where “look bad”
instructions produced significantly lower scores in contradistinction
to hypotheses—note that Dirty Dozen Machiavellianism showed the
opposite effect, as hypothesized). The effect sizes were: (a) very large

(np2 >0.20) for LRSP total, primary, and secondary psychopathy,
Dirty Dozen psychopathy, Dirty Dozen Machiavellianism, PNI total
narcissism, and PNI vulnerable narcissism; and (b) moderate (np?=
0.06) for FFMI Machiavellianism (where the effect was in the
opposite direction to hypotheses), and c) small (np2 = 0.03) for Dirty
Dozen total narcissism. We therefore have mixed support for

Hypotheses 1b.

3.2.3 | Hypothesis 2: Individuals will give better
scores to themselves than others

Contrast 3 (Table 5) tests whether mean differences between self-
and informant-ratings differ significantly from zero. For narcissism,

there were no significant differences between self- and informant-
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TABLE 4 Correlations between fake good conditions self-report variables (lower matrix) and informant-report variables (upper matrix).

PNI N PNI G PNI V FFMI LSRP E LSRP C LSRP A DD N DD M DD P
PNI N 784%% 844+ 157 5754 159 320" 548** 4157 293%
PNI G 805%* 328%* 368 382** 014 032 480** 400*** 201"
PNI V 886%* 438** -079 543 229* A59%  418** 285" 272%
FFMI M 202 384%* 005 170 089 -.243" 297** 306%* 118
LSRP E 456" 326** A437%* 246" 458%* 440 449 480" 401%*
LSRP C 298%* AR 276%* 184 T14%+ 233* 182 155 219
LSRP A 347 096 4517 -.192* 6737 539%* 165 188" 305%*
DD N 522+ 476 419 353 391 2447 225* 573%* 413"
DD M 501%* 473%* 389** 190 4297 372%* 256" 590%* 503***
DD P 3217 098 409** -.009 360" .308%* 3217 4310 468%*

Abbreviations: A, antisocial; C, callous; DD, Dirty Dozen; E, egocentricity; FFMI, Five Factor Machiavellianism Inventory; LSRP, Levenson's Self-report
Psychopathy scale; M, Machiavellianism; N, narcissism; P, sychopathy; PNI, Pathological Narcissism Inventory; V, vulnerable narcissism.

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

ratings. For FFMI Machiavellianism, the effect was in the hypothe-
sized direction such that self-ratings were significantly lower than
informant-ratings (with a small effect size). For Dirty Dozen
Machiavellianism, Dirty Dozen psychopathy, and LSRP psychopathy,
the total score and both facets the effects were in the opposite
direction to hypotheses such that self-ratings were significantly
higher than informant-ratings (with a small effect size). In summary,

there was very little support for Hypotheses 2.

3.2.4 | Hypothesis 3: People will fake more for
others than for themselves

Differences in distorting to “look good” for informant versus self-ratings

The interaction effects for “look good” instructions with rater-
type were significant for FFMI Machiavellianism, and LSRP total
psychopathy, and LSRP primary psychopathy, (but not for PNI total
narcissism, PNI vulnerable narcissism, PNI grandiose narcissism nor
any of the three Dirty Dozen scales). For FFMI Machiavellianism,
instructions to “look good” (compared to honest instructions) resulted
in a very large score increase to self-ratings and a moderate to large
score increase for informant ratings. There was a small, but significant
difference between self- and informant-ratings such that there is
greater response distortion on self-ratings than informant-ratings
(i.e., both the direction of response distortion and the difference
between self-ratings and informant-ratings were in opposite direc-
tions to hypotheses). For LSRP total psychopathy, there was a
moderate difference between “look good” and “answer honestly” for
self-ratings, and a very large difference for informant-ratings. This
difference between self- and informant-ratings was small but
significant, indicating greater response distortion for informant-
ratings than self-ratings. For LSRP primary psychopathy there was
a small difference between “look good” and “answer honestly” for

self-ratings, and a large difference for informant-ratings. This
difference between self- and informant-ratings was small, but
significant, indicating greater response distortion for informant-
ratings than self-ratings. Hypothesis 3a was thus supported only
for LSRP total and primary psychopathy, and not for the other Dark
Triad constructs. That is, people engage in greater faking good of
primary and total psychopathy for others as compared to themselves.

Differences in distorting to “look bad” for informant versus self-
ratings

The interaction effects of “look bad” instructions with self-
versus informant-ratings were significant only for PNI grandiose
narcissism and LSRP primary psychopathy. For grandiose narcissism,
the difference between “look bad” and “answer honestly” was very
small for self-reports but small to moderate for informant-reports.
The difference between self- and informant-ratings was significant
with a small effect size, indicating that people were distorting
responses more for others than for themselves. For primary
psychopathy, there was an extremely large difference between “look
bad” and “answer honestly” for both self- and informant-ratings. The
difference between self- and informant-ratings was significant with a
small effect size, indicating that people were distorting responses
more for themselves than for others. Although results were mixed,
overall there is no support for the idea that people “distort to look

bad” more for others than for themselves.

4 | DISCUSSION

The aim of the current study was to examine the extent to which
people can distort their responses on self and informant-ratings of
the Dark Triad under simulated “high stakes” conditions of obtaining
or avoiding employment. The purpose of employing the job
simulation condition was to ensure an element of choice over the
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extent to which people would fake under simulated high-stakes
conditions (as opposed to asking the participants explicitly to “fake”).
The results of this study demonstrated three things. First, people can
distort their responses on self-report measures of the Dark Triad
when instructed to do so. Second, the magnitude of response
distortion on the Dark Triad is substantial in almost all cases (all but
grandiose narcissism) and is particularly pronounced for “look bad” on
the psychopathy domain and facets. Third, informants (who were
instructed to think of a friend and report on their friend's
characteristics) can distort their responses at least as much as people
rating themselves. In the case of “look good” on psychopathy,
informants may even be distorting more than people who self-rate.

Although people clearly distorted their responses on both self-
and informant-reports, the direction of response distortion was not
uniform across the measures of the Dark Triad. Narcissism and
psychopathy scores decreased under “look good” and increased
under “look bad” conditions (in line with hypotheses). However,
results were more complicated for Machiavellianism. When measured
using the Dirty Dozen, the direction of results were as expected, such
that scores decreased for faking-good and increased for faking-bad.
However, when measured using the FFMI (Collison et al., 2018), the
direction for Machiavellianism scores was in the opposite direction.
That is, scores increased under “look good” instructions and
decreased under “look bad” instructions. This was consistent across
both self- and informant-reports, but is in stark contrast prior
research on Machiavellianism, where scores increased for “look bad”
and decreased for “look good” (Skinner et al., 1976; Skinner, 1982;
Young, 2018).

The unexpected pattern of results for Machiavellianism may
be due to the instrument used (The FFMI), which is based on 13
facets of the Five Factor Model of personality (Collison et al., 2018).
Big five facets are known to include evaluative items that enhance
socially desirable responses (Bickstrom et al., 2009; John &
Robins, 1993)—to increase under “look good” instructions and
decrease under “look bad” (Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999). Further-
more, the FFMI was developed from an inventory developed to
capture normal variance in personality, and although the FFMI may
capture elements of Machiavellianism, it is unlikely to capture
variance at the upper end of the scale (Suzuki et al., 2015).
The FFMI shows large positive correlations with several facets
of Conscientiousness, with the largest for Self-Discipline,
Competence, and Achievement-Striving (r =.44-0.48, Kiickelhaus
et al., 2021). Of the six conscientiousness facets, these three (i.e.,
those with the strongest associations with the FFMI) also show the
largest score increases under instructions to look good (with effect
sizes of 1.16-1.58; Ziegler et al., 2010). As such, it is not surprising
that the FFMI shows a pattern of response distortion that is
inconsistent with other Dark Triad scales, but consistent with
response distortion on Big Five measures. Where Dark Triad
researchers are usually concerned about test-takers suppressing
their Dark Triad scores, these findings, while preliminary, suggest
that scores on the FFMI may be inflated rather than suppressed
when there is motivation to distort responses.

41 | Are informant-reports the solution to faking?

Concern relating to the susceptibility of self-report scales to response
distortion is not a new observation. Since the early 20th century, it
has been suggested that personality scales may be measuring social
desirability rather than the personality construct itself (Allport, 1928;
Edwards, 1957; Meehl & Hathaway, 1946). Consequently, there has
been considerable focus on mitigating these biases in personality
research, particularly within the context of the Big Five/FFM models
of personality (MacCann, 2013). The present study sought to extend
prior research and examine these phenomena within the context of
the Dark Triad of personality. As the use of self-report rating scales
have been criticized for potential response distortion, the use of
informant-reports became a popular way to confirm the accuracy of
self-reported personality traits (Kim et al., 2019; Vazire, 2006)
despite early suggestions that informant-reports may be susceptible
to halo and friendship effects (Allport, 1928).

A recent meta-analysis examining self-other agreement con-
cluded the high convergence between self- and informant-reports
was evidence for limited response distortion on self-report scales
(Kim et al., 2019), indicating that informants may be less prone to
social desirability biases. Kim et al. explored additional factors that
may impact the accuracy of self and informant-reports, such as the
extent to which the evaluativeness of a trait could impact the mean
differences found between self- and informant-reports. Specifically,
they hypothesized that more evaluative traits would show larger
mean differences compared to less evaluative traits. Although
this hypothesis was not supported, there is a need for future
research to understand the role of item valence and responses
to evaluative traits. Additionally, Kim et al. discuss the role of
self-informant closeness in informant-report bias, proposing that
friendship may introduce biases similar to self-report response
distortion. These suggestions support prior research which shows
supervisors, for instance, can distort their responses to rate their
employee's conscientiousness and extraversion more favorably
(Konig et al., 2017).

Building on these ideas, the nuanced role of social desirability
across both self- and informant-reports requires a more refined
discussion. Our results suggest that honest informant-reports are
generally more favorable than honest self-reports (except for PNI
vulnerable narcissism and LSRP egocentricity). When considering the
Dark Triad dimensions, it is possible that “low visibility” trait
characteristics, such as lacking remorse, may introduce uncertainty
in the informant's responses. When informants are uncertain about
the internal workings of their target, they may be more inclined to
rate the target favorably thereby introducing a form of social
desirability divergent from the more traditional understanding of
impression management, for example.

Therefore, the question “Are informant-reports the solution to
faking?” is less fundamental than exploring how different types of
social desirability biases, such as self-deceptive enhancement and
impression management, manifest differently across self- and

informant-reports. As far as informant-reports are concerned, more
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favorable responses are not necessarily driven solely by friendship
effects, but could also be influenced by the low visibility of Dark Triad
dimensions, as well as the evaluative content included in the scales

measuring these dimensions.

4.2 | Future directions

Although these results show that people can distort their responses
on self- and informant-reported subclinical Dark Triad measures,
results do not indicate the extent to which this occurs in practice, nor
the motivations behind why someone would distort their responses
for someone else. Further research should examine the underlying
motivations and antecedents of informant response distortion. For
example, are informant response distortions driven by how much the
informant likes the target (Leising et al., 2010), whether there is a
sense of reciprocity (e.g., when the informant needs to look good,
they will expect the target to reciprocate), or driven by other
prosocial or nonprosocial reasons. In addition, there may be more
nefarious reasons someone may “look good” for someone else. For
example, if an employer hopes to “get rid” of an employee, the
employer may be inclined to provide a glowing review of that staff
member to ensure they get another job. Importantly, the motivations
underlying distorting one's responses on an informant-report may
differ substantially than on a self-report. For example, distorting to
look bad on self-reported psychopathy may be less likely for a job
interview where a candidate can simply decline the job, but an
informant distorting to make someone else “look bad” when reporting
their suitability for a job is only likely in a real-world scenario where
this benefits the informant, or the informant simply does not like the
target. There are myriad potential motivations underlying why
someone may be inclined to distort informant-reports, each requiring
further examination.

Several aspects of the study design warrant discussion. Although
we were interested in comparing the individual differences between
people, an optimal design for future research could include dyadic or
multi-informant self and informant ratings. Dyadic or multi-informant
ratings may be used to measure not only the extent to which people
can distort their responses on Dark Triad measures, but also measure
sources of agreement and disagreement. Additionally, using a dyadic
or multi-informant design will provide the opportunity to examine
whether the psychometric properties of the Dark Triad measures are
affected as a result of distorting to look good, or look bad. Although
the results of this study offer insights into the comparison of self- and
informant-ratings relating to Dark Triad traits, the interpretation of
these results should consider assumptions inherent to the research
design. Informants were required to think of a close friend of the
same age and sex as the informant and to provide ratings of their
chosen friend (either honest, or fake good/bad). One assumption
inherent to this design is that the average latent Dark Triad trait
reflected in the self-report rating groups is the same as/similar to that
in the targets that were rated by informants. However, even though

individuals with higher Dark Triad scores are socially perceived
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similarly to any other member of a social group (Rogoza et al., 2021),
there may be observing genuine differences in the traits between the
informant and their target. This could potentially lead to an over- or
underestimation of the effects of self- versus informant-report
ratings on the Dark Triad traits.

An instructed faking paradigm is a useful, and necessary starting
point to determine the extent to which people can distort their
responses on assessments. Substantial additional research is needed
in this area to go beyond the artificial nature of lab-based instructed
faking paradigms to determine the extent to which people do fake on
these measures, the extent to which response distortion impacts
their predictive validity, and the practical consequences of informant-

report response distortion.

4.3 | Conclusion

This study provides the first comprehensive assessment of instructed
faking investigating the extent to which faking can occur on both
self- and informant-reports of the Dark Triad. The current data
confirm that people can substantially distort their responses on self-
report measures of the Dark Triad. One of the more significant
findings to emerge from this study is that informants can also distort
their responses on behalf of their target. Before this study, there was
limited evidence that people can distort their responses on
informant-reports. Additionally, these results suggest that the Dark
Triad measures may contain a substantial amount of evaluative
content. These results demonstrate the importance of closely
examining the extent to which response distortion is relevant for
self- and informant-reports. If people self-report themselves favor-
ably and informants also rate their targets favorably, then the Dark
Triad assessment utility is diminished. Although self-report scales
continue to undergo intense scrutiny regarding their accuracy in the
face of response distortion there has not been the same scrutiny for
informant-reports. This study has established that informants can
distort their responses and lays the foundation for future research to
continue to explore informant response distortion. In particular,
future research could address whether informants do distort their
responses in a high-stakes real-world context, and what the
implications are for score interpretation if they do. For confidence
in informant-reports to continue, a similar level of scrutiny must be
applied to the psychometric properties of informant-reports of

personality.
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ENDNOTES

1 The preregistrations states “ratings target” here; however, we have
altered this to “rater” (i.e., self or informant) for clarity.

2 We preregistered dummy-coding (rather than contrast coding) for
comparison of conditions (honest vs. fake-good vs. fake-bad). Contrast
coding is therefore a minor departure from the preregistration (but we
feel that it is clearer). We did not conduct the dummy-coded analysis.
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