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Abstract

The present study aimed to predict psychological well-being based on dark personality traits
and sensation seeking among women and men in Tehran. This study was fundamental in
purpose and descriptive-correlational in design. The statistical population consisted of women
and men aged 18 years and older residing in Tehran, from whom 397 participants were
recruited using convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Dark Tetrad Personality
Traits Questionnaire, the 18-item short form of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale, and
the 40-item Zuckerman Sensation Seeking Scale. Statistical analyses were conducted using
SPSS version 26. Pearsoncorrelation and multiple regression analyses were used for inferential
analysis, and the assumptions required for regression analysis were examined before estimating
the model. The regression analysis of variance indicated that the overall model predicting
psychological well-being from dark personality traits and sensation seeking was statistically
significant, F(5,391)=155.70, p<0.001. The predictor variables collectively explained 66.6%
of the variance in psychological well-being. Machiavellianism ($=-0.134, p<0.001),
sociopathy (B=-0.313, p<0.001), narcissism (=-0.223, p<0.001), sadism ($=-0.232, p<0.001),
and sensation seeking (B=-0.272, p<0.001) were all significant negative predictors of
psychological well-being. Among the predictors, sociopathy and sensation seeking showed the
strongest negative predictive contributions. The findings indicated that higher levels of dark
personality traits and sensation seeking are associated with lower psychological well-being and
that these variables explain a substantial proportion of individual differences in well-being.
Accordingly, assessing maladaptive personality characteristics, impulsive tendencies, and
excessive need for stimulation may be useful in identifying individuals at greater risk of
reduced psychological well-being and in developing targeted mental health interventions.

Keywords: Psychological well-being, dark personality traits, Machiavellianism, sociopathy,
narcissism, sadism, sensation seeking.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Psychological well-being is a central construct in positive psychology and contemporary approaches to mental
health because it reflects not merely the absence of psychological distress but also the presence of effective
psychological functioning, personal development, meaningful relationships, autonomy, and purposeful
engagement with life. Within Ryff’s eudaimonic framework, psychological well-being is conceptualized as a
multidimensional construct comprising self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy,
environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth (Ryff, 2013). This perspective emphasizes the
extent to which individuals perceive their lives as meaningful, maintain constructive interpersonal
relationships, regulate their behavior according to internal standards, manage their environments effectively,
and continue developing their capacities. Empirical investigations have generally supported the
multidimensional nature of psychological well-being, although the degree of differentiation among its
dimensions may vary across populations and measurement models (Henn et al., 2016; Hides et al., 2016).
Moreover, psychological well-being is associated with personal resources such as self-efficacy and adaptive
functioning, indicating that individual differences in personality and self-regulation may substantially
contribute to variations in well-being (Telef & Ergiin, 2013).

Among the personality characteristics that may undermine psychological well-being, dark personality traits
have received considerable attention. The Dark Triad traditionally comprises Machiavellianism, narcissism,
and psychopathy or sociopathy, whereas the Dark Tetrad extends this framework by incorporating everyday
sadism. These traits share an interpersonal core characterized by self-centeredness, manipulativeness,
diminished empathy, exploitative tendencies, emotional coldness, and varying degrees of disregard for social
norms. Nevertheless, each dimension also contains distinct psychological features. Machiavellianism is
primarily characterized by strategic manipulation, cynicism, and an instrumental orientation toward
interpersonal relationships; narcissism involves grandiosity, entitlement, and a strong need for admiration;
sociopathy is associated with impulsivity, callousness, reduced empathy, and disregard for consequences; and
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sadism reflects a tendency to derive satisfaction from humiliating, dominating, or harming others. Evidence
from Iranian populations supports the validity of distinguishing these four dimensions within the Dark Tetrad
framework (Yousefi & Imanzad, 2018).

Dark personality characteristics may impair psychological well-being through several pathways. Individuals
characterized by interpersonal manipulation, distrust, hostility, emotional detachment, or exploitation may
experience difficulty establishing stable and supportive relationships, thereby undermining one of the central
dimensions of psychological well-being. Likewise, impulsive and socially insensitive behavioral patterns may
interfere with environmental mastery, long-term goal pursuit, self-acceptance, and personal growth. Previous
studies have reported associations between dark personality traits and reduced psychological well-being,
happiness, resilience, and adaptive functioning (Aghli et al., 2018; Belwal & Khanam, 2023; Egan et al.,
2014). Recent meta-analytic evidence further indicates that the Dark Triad traits are meaningfully associated
with both subjective and psychological well-being, although the magnitude and direction of these associations
are not identical across all dark traits (Blasco-Belled et al., 2024). Moreover, individuals’ conceptions of
happiness may partly account for the association between dark personality characteristics and well-being,
suggesting that personality can influence not only psychological functioning but also the standards through
which individuals evaluate a good or successful life (Joshanloo, 2021). Other findings have linked dark
personality characteristics to domains such as academic self-efficacy and interpersonal-social behavior, further
demonstrating their relevance to broader psychological adjustment (Keblusek, 2018; Saadat et al., 2017).
Sensation seeking represents another personality-related characteristic potentially relevant to psychological
well-being. It refers to the tendency to seek novel, varied, complex, and intense experiences and to accept a
certain degree of risk in pursuit of such stimulation. Sensation seeking encompasses dimensions such as thrill
and adventure seeking, experience seeking, disinhibition, and boredom susceptibility. Although moderate
sensation seeking may facilitate exploration, novelty, learning, and active engagement with the environment,
high levels may also be associated with impulsivity, behavioral instability, risk taking, and difficulty tolerating
routine. Previous research has demonstrated meaningful relationships between sensation seeking,
psychological well-being, and risky behavioral tendencies (Jarjandi et al., 2018). Similarly, sensation seeking
has been examined alongside psychological hardiness and self-perception as a correlate of psychological well-
being (Keshvari, 2020). Importantly, research examining the Dark Tetrad and sensation seeking
simultaneously has suggested that both sets of characteristics may contribute to individual differences in
psychological well-being (Ebrahimi, 2023). Psychological well-being is also influenced by adaptive cognitive
and interpersonal resources, including mindfulness, communication skills, and cognitive competencies,
highlighting the need to understand personality predictors within a broader framework of psychological
functioning (Cheshmeh Kaboudi, 2023). Because autonomy and psychological well-being may also vary
according to developmental and demographic circumstances, examining these relationships among adult
women and men can provide further insight into the generalizability of personality-based models of well-being
(De-Juanas et al., 2020). Therefore, the present study aimed to predict psychological well-being based on
Dark Tetrad personality traits and sensation seeking among women and men.

Methods and Materials

The present study was fundamental in purpose and descriptive-correlational in design. It examined associations
among the study variables without experimental manipulation and assessed the predictive contribution of Dark
Tetrad personality traits and sensation seeking to psychological well-being. The statistical population consisted
of adult women and men residing in Tehran. Participants were recruited through convenience sampling. Based
on the regression sample-size guideline of (N \geq 50 + 8M), and considering eight predictor dimensions
comprising four Dark Tetrad traits and four dimensions of sensation seeking, the minimum required sample




Soldy OYWS 9 Cwodlw bl

size was 114. However, a substantially larger sample was targeted to increase statistical power and compensate
for incomplete responses. Ultimately, data from 397 eligible participants were included in the final analyses.
Data were collected primarily online through an integrated questionnaire developed on the Porsline platform.
Eligibility criteria included being at least 18 years old, residing in Tehran, identifying as either a woman or a
man, voluntarily agreeing to participate, and completing the principal study questionnaires. Demographic
information included age, sex, educational level, marital status, and, where applicable, years of marriage.
Participation was anonymous, and providing an email address was optional.

Dark personality traits were assessed using the 21-item Dark Tetrad Personality Traits Questionnaire, which
measures Machiavellianism, sociopathy, narcissism, and sadism. Items are rated on a seven-point Likert scale,
with higher scores indicating greater endorsement of the corresponding dark personality characteristic.
Psychological well-being was assessed using the 18-item short form of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale,
encompassing autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, purpose in
life, and self-acceptance. Items are rated on a six-point Likert scale, with selected items reverse-scored.
Sensation seeking was measured using the 40-item Zuckerman Sensation Seeking Scale, which assesses
disinhibition, boredom susceptibility, thrill and adventure seeking, and experience seeking. Items use a forced-
choice format scored as 0 or 1, producing a total score ranging from 0 to 40.

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26. Descriptive statistics included means, standard
deviations, variances, minimum and maximum scores, frequencies, and percentages. Internal consistency was
evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha. Distributional assumptions were examined through skewness and kurtosis
indices, while the normality of regression residuals was also assessed. Pearson correlation analysis was used
to examine bivariate relationships, and multiple regression was applied to determine the predictive contribution
of Machiavellianism, sociopathy, narcissism, sadism, and overall sensation seeking to psychological well-
being. Statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated substantial individual variability across the principal study variables. For the
Dark Tetrad dimensions, the mean scores were 8.58 (SD=4.38) for Machiavellianism, 12.01 (SD=5.53) for
sociopathy, 20.66 (SD=5.19) for narcissism, and 13.39 (SD=5.40) for sadism. Among these dimensions,
narcissism had the highest mean score. Regarding sensation seeking, the mean scores for disinhibition,
boredom susceptibility, thrill and adventure seeking, and experience seeking were 4.52 (SD=2.78), 2.83
(SD=2.28), 5.09 (SD=2.96), and 4.57 (SD=2.61), respectively. The overall sensation-seeking score had a mean
of 17.03 (SD=7.68), with observed values ranging from 0 to 40.

The overall mean score for psychological well-being was 67.83 (SD=12.94), with observed scores ranging
from 31 to 104. Among its dimensions, autonomy had the highest mean at 13.59 (SD=2.81), followed by
personal growth at 12.36 (SD=3.01), environmental mastery at 11.66 (SD=3.43), self-acceptance at 10.88
(SD=3.31), purpose in life at 9.97 (SD=3.44), and positive relations with others at 9.33 (SD=3.67).

Internal consistency coefficients were acceptable for all measures. Cronbach’s alpha values were 0.750 for
Machiavellianism, 0.762 for sociopathy, 0.818 for narcissism, and 0.734 for sadism. Alpha coefficients for
disinhibition, boredom susceptibility, thrill and adventure seeking, and experience seeking were 0.818, 0.755,
0.809, and 0.785, respectively, while the overall sensation-seeking scale yielded an alpha of 0.885. The total
psychological well-being scale demonstrated an alpha coefficient of 0.855. Skewness and kurtosis indices for
all study variables were within the acceptable range of -2 to +2. Regression residuals also showed acceptable
distributional characteristics, with skewness of -0.196 and kurtosis of 1.549.

The overall regression model was statistically significant, F(5,391)=155.70, p<0.001. The predictors accounted
for approximately 66.6% of the variance in psychological well-being (R2=0.666), indicating substantial
explanatory power. All five predictors made statistically significant negative contributions to psychological
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well-being. Machiavellianism negatively predicted psychological well-being (B=-0.396, SE=0.106, p=-0.134,
t=-3.753, p<0.001). Sociopathy was the strongest negative predictor (B=-0.732, SE=0.091, p=-0.313, t=-8.058,
p<0.001). Narcissism also showed a significant negative effect (B=-0.555, SE=0.081, p=-0.223, t=-6.863,
p<0.001), as did sadism (B=-0.557, SE=0.084, p=-0.232, t=-6.622, p<0.001). Sensation seeking independently
predicted lower psychological well-being (B=-0.459, SE=0.061, f=-0.272, t=-7.538, p<0.001). Thus, higher
levels of each dark personality trait and greater sensation seeking were associated with lower psychological
well-being.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that dark personality characteristics and sensation seeking collectively constitute
substantial predictors of psychological well-being. The model explained approximately two-thirds of the
variance in psychological well-being, indicating that these personality-related characteristics may be strongly
associated with how individuals evaluate themselves, regulate their lives, establish relationships, pursue goals,
and experience personal growth.

Sociopathy emerged as the strongest negative predictor. This pattern may be explained by the characteristics
typically associated with sociopathy, including impulsivity, emotional detachment, reduced empathy, limited
sensitivity to interpersonal consequences, and weak behavioral restraint. Such tendencies can interfere
simultaneously with several dimensions of well-being, particularly positive relations, environmental mastery,
self-acceptance, and purposeful behavior. Individuals who have difficulty maintaining stable interpersonal
commitments or considering the long-term consequences of their behavior may experience lower
psychological integration and less effective adaptation to social and personal demands.

Sensation seeking was the second strongest predictor. High sensation seeking may generate a persistent
demand for novelty and stimulation that makes stable environments, repetitive responsibilities, or delayed
rewards less satisfying. When this characteristic is accompanied by disinhibition and boredom susceptibility,
individuals may be more vulnerable to unstable decision-making and difficulty sustaining long-term goals.
The present findings do not imply that novelty seeking is inherently maladaptive; rather, they suggest that
elevated sensation seeking, when considered within a model containing dark personality characteristics, is
independently associated with lower psychological well-being.

Sadism, narcissism, and Machiavellianism also negatively predicted psychological well-being. Sadistic
tendencies may undermine well-being by weakening empathy, increasing interpersonal conflict, and
compromising access to supportive social relationships. Narcissistic characteristics may produce an unstable
form of positive self-evaluation that depends heavily on admiration, superiority, or external validation.
Consequently, apparent self-confidence may not necessarily translate into genuine self-acceptance or stable
psychological functioning. Machiavellianism may similarly weaken well-being through cynical interpersonal
beliefs, distrust, strategic manipulation, and an instrumental approach to relationships, all of which can limit
intimacy and mutual social support.

Overall, the findings support the assumption that psychological well-being is closely connected to the manner
in which personality organizes interpersonal behavior, emotional regulation, goal pursuit, and responses to
environmental demands. The results also highlight the importance of examining Dark Tetrad characteristics
separately rather than treating dark personality as a single undifferentiated construct, because the relative
contribution of the traits differed considerably. From a practical perspective, interventions designed to promote
psychological well-being may benefit from addressing impulsivity, interpersonal mistrust, empathy deficits,
excessive need for stimulation, maladaptive self-enhancement, and weak long-term behavioral regulation
while simultaneously strengthening self-control, interpersonal competence, emotional regulation, and
meaningful goal pursuit. In conclusion, the present study showed that Machiavellianism, sociopathy,
narcissism, sadism, and sensation seeking were significant negative predictors of psychological well-being
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among women and men, with sociopathy and sensation seeking demonstrating the strongest predictive
contributions.
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