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Original Article

Dark Triad, Tramps, and Thieves
Psychopathy Predicts a Diverse Range of Theft-Related

Attitudes and Behaviors

Minna Lyons1 and Peter K. Jonason2

1University of Liverpool, UK, 2University of Western Sydney, Australia

Abstract. Although previous research has demonstrated a link between personality and thieving, research has not yet considered individual
differences in impulsivity and the Dark Triad (i.e., narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism) and commonplace, low-level thefts. In this
on-line questionnaire study (N = 254) we examined how the Dark Triad traits and dysfunctional and functional impulsivity provide insights into
individual differences in petty theft. Those who admitted having stolen something in their lifetime were higher on primary and secondary
psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and dysfunctional impulsivity than those who had not stolen anything. In addition, secondary psychopathy
predicted stealing from a wider range of targets than primary psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism. We discussed the results in
relation to how psychopathy may be part of an adaptive suite of traits that enable a ‘‘cheater’’ strategy.

Keywords: impulsivity, machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy, dark triad, thefts

Despite the obvious importance of individual differences in
understanding offending behavior (e.g., Miller & Lynam,
2001; Wilcox, Sullivan, Jones, & van Gelder, 2014), there
has been relatively little research exploring the relationships
between personality and petty thefts in non-incarcerated
adults. Low-level offending, such as small thefts, is com-
mon within families and the workplace, and is often not
reported to the police (Felson & Boba, 2010). This high-
lights the importance of investigating thefts and personality
within non-forensic samples in the contexts of everyday life
(e.g., work and family). While petty crime may only be a
minor transgression when compared to major crimes like
murder, unreported small crimes may skew official crime
statistics, and contribute to an underestimation of true crime
rates (Buonanno, Drago, & Galbiati, 2014). As such, we
examine the relationship between two sets of personality
traits (i.e., impulsivity and the Dark Triad) and individual
differences in the commission of minor crimes.

As is the case with much of the work in personality psy-
chology, the majority investigating relationships with crime
has been done with the Big Five model. Evidence suggests
that low conscientiousness and agreeableness predict higher
acceptance of shoplifting (Egan & Taylor, 2010), higher fre-
quency of thefts (Jolliffe, 2013; Wilcox et al., 2014), and
higher likelihood of opportunistic offending (Wilcox
et al., 2014). As interesting as these effects are, it is surpris-
ing that these socially undesirable behaviors and attitudes
have not been studied in relation to personality traits that
better capture the ‘‘darker’’ side of human nature. Research
has not yet considered personality traits such as the Dark
Triad that may be a driving force behind petty thefts. Since

its conception over 10 years ago (Paulhus & Williams, 2002),
the Dark Triad has been a popular area of research.
The Dark Triad consists of narcissism (i.e., grandiose self-
view, entitlement, and superiority), Machiavellianism (i.e.,
manipulativeness and cynical view of human nature), and
psychopathy (i.e., primary psychopathy; callousness and ex-
ploitiveness, and secondary psychopathy; antisocial behavior
and risk-taking). Although each trait is distinctive from the
others, they share antisocial behavioral patterns such as sub-
stance abuse (Jonason, Koenig, & Tost, 2010), limited
empathy (Jonason, Lyons, Bethell, & Ross, 2013), lying
(Jonason, Lyons, Baughman, & Vernon, 2014), and aggres-
sion (Jonason & Webster, 2010). The Dark Triad traits are
related to low agreeableness and low conscientiousness
(Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Ross, Lutz, & Bailley, 2004),
warranting the investigation of these traits in relation to
small thefts.

Thievery is an act with potential benefits to the individ-
ual despite its costs to society, making it a ‘‘cheater’’ strat-
egy (Mealey, 1995). Stealing from family, friends, and work
may provide immediate benefits but is not a solution that
can be maintained for long. There is likely to be an expo-
nentially increasing risk of detection over time. Indeed,
those high on the Dark Triad traits may have developed a
‘‘protean’’ style of social influence to help avoid detection
(Jonason & Webster, 2012). However, each trait is unique.
Machiavellianism stands apart with long-term planning
potential and less impulsive approach to life (Jones &
Paulhus, 2011). Indeed, if Machiavellianism is linked to
theft, it should evidence some sensitivity to risk. Narcissism
is the most socially desirable trait in the Dark Triad,
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characterized by a more sensitive approach to dealing
with the world (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013), and thus,
may not be that strongly associated with petty crimes.
Psychopathy provides the most likely candidate to account
for individual differences in petty theft. Psychopathy is
related to limited self-control (Jonason & Tost, 2010;
Jones & Paulhus, 2011) and low empathy (Jonason, Lyons,
et al., 2013). This trait may operate to actively exploit
others with little concern for future consequences. From
an evolutionary perspective, psychopathy may best
embody a ‘‘fast’’ history strategy that orients the person
toward immediate gains in mating and status (Jonason
et al., 2010).

Psychopathy is a multidimensional system of traits.
Primary psychopathy is the callous and unemotional facet,
potentially useful as a tool for achieving career success
(Chiaburu, Muñoz, & Gardner, 2013). Secondary psychop-
athy is associated with anti-social deviance (Williams,
Paulhus, & Hare, 2007) and risky decision-making (Dean
et al., 2013; Lyons, 2015), and relates to prolific, chronic
criminal careers (McCuish, Corrado, Lussier, & Hart,
2014). However, a recent study found that in a non-
incarcerated community sample, both psychopathy
subtypes related to criminality (Drislane et al., 2014). Thus,
we expect that in a non-prison sample, both psychopa-
thy subtypes will be associated with petty thefts but the
effects should be stronger in the case of secondary
psychopathy. Further, we expect that secondary psychopa-
thy will relate to more diverse thieving behavior than
primary psychopathy, further evidencing its ‘‘cheater’’
strategy.

But what mechanisms might account for this psychopa-
thy effect? The most likely candidates are impulse control
problems. Psychopathy is linked to limited self-control
and impulsivity (Jonason & Tost, 2010; Jones & Paulhus,
2011). Thieving is partially driven by the inability to control
impulses (Grant, Chamberlain, Schreiber, & Odlaug, 2012),
and low impulse control could be one of the key features of
the fast Life History strategy embodied in psychopathy
(Del Giudice, 2014; Lyons & Rice, 2014). Impulsivity
comes in at least two forms: functional and dysfunctional
(Dickman, 1990). Functional impulsivity is the tendency
to act in an impulsive way in situations where this is opti-
mal, whereas dysfunctional impulsivity is acting on an
impulse when more deliberation would be optimal. It is pos-
sible that dysfunctional impulsivity is related to the tendency
to steal opportunistically, facilitating the immediate
extraction of resources in one’s environment. We expect dys-
functional but not functional impulsivity to be correlated
with petty theft.

In the present study, we aim to address a gap in the
research, and investigate low-level, petty crime in a non-
prison sample. We assess various aspects of thieving and
how they relate to the Dark Triad traits and impulsivity.
We examine the targets (e.g., who is stolen from), the moti-
vations for theft, frequency of various types of petty thefts
individuals commit, and perceptions of the likelihood of
getting caught.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 254 volunteers (MAge = 24.27,
SDAge = 10.05; 88 men) who completed an on-line survey
on ‘‘personality and stealing.’’ Participants were recruited
via an on-line participation website and social media adver-
tising. After reading the information page and giving con-
sent, all of the participants completed the Dark Triad
measures, followed by a question on whether they had ever
stolen anything. Those who answered ‘‘no’’ (n = 130,
MAge = 23.34, SDAge = 10.06; 43 men) were directed
to a debrief page, and thanked for their participation.
Those who answered ‘‘yes’’ (n = 124, MAge = 25.22,
SDAge = 9.96; 45 men) filled in the rest of the survey,
asking more specific details about their thieving behavior.
On average, the survey took about 30 min to complete.

Measures

Narcissism was measured with the 40-item Narcissistic Per-
sonality Inventory (Raskin & Terry, 1988). For each item,
participants chose one of two statements that they felt
applied to them more. One statement reflected a narcissistic
attitude (e.g., ‘‘I have a natural talent for influencing peo-
ple’’), whereas the other did not (e.g., ‘‘I am not good at
influencing people’’). Items were averaged to create an
index of narcissism (Cronbach’s a = .87).

Psychopathy was assessed with the 64-item Self-Report
Psychopathy Scale-III (Paulhus, Hemphill, & Hare, 2009).
Participants rated how much they agreed (1 = strongly dis-
agree; 5 = strongly agree) with statements such as: ‘‘I enjoy
driving at high speeds’’ (secondary psychopathy) and ‘‘I think
I could beat a lie detector’’ (primary psychopathy). The 32
items were summed to create an index of secondary psychop-
athy, and 32 items formed an index of primary psychopathy.

We used the 20-item MACH-IV (Christie & Geis, 1970)
for measuring Machiavellianism. Participants were asked
how much they agreed (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly
agree) with statements such as: ‘‘It is hard to get ahead
without cutting corners here and there’’ and ‘‘People suffer-
ing from incurable diseases should have the choice of being
put painlessly to death.’’ The items were summed to create
a Machiavellianism index (a = .79).

We measured impulsivity with Dickman’s Impulsivity
Inventory (Dickman, 1990), asking participants to indicate
whether 23 statements were true or false to them. Twelve
items measured dysfunctional, (i.e., ‘‘I often do and say
things without considering the consequences’’) and eleven
items functional (i.e., ‘‘I would enjoy working at a job that
required me to make a lot of split-second decisions’’)
impulsivity. Participants scored a point for each response
indicating higher impulsivity, and the scores were summed
to create an index of functional (a = .81) and dysfunctional
(a = .80) impulsivity.
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In order to assess different aspects of thieving, we used
the Stealing Behavior Questionnaire (Vandereycken & Van
Houdenhove, 1996) as a base for some of the questions
(e.g., where and who was stolen from, frequency of thiev-
ing, goods that were stolen), and developed more questions
(e.g., risk appeal and the extent of planning) to suit the pres-
ent study. The thieving questionnaire contained questions
asking about the number of lifetime thefts, age at first theft,
the frequency of thefts (1 = never; 5 = very often) from
nine people/institutions, which were collapsed into four
variables: (i) Family and Friends (i.e., parents, partner, other
family members, friends; a = .77), (ii) Strangers, (iii) Work,
and (iv) Stores and government agencies (i.e., large store,
small store, government agency; a = .60; M’s = 1.55–
1.92, SD’s = 0.70–1.14). We also asked the participants
about the frequency of thefts in the past year regarding
the following actions: shoplifting, stealing money, stealing
cheap goods, stealing expensive goods, stealing clothes.
This was summed and averaged together to form an index
of frequency of thefts (a = .88; M = 1.55, SD = 0.84).
The frequency of motivation for stealing (1 = never,
5 = very often) was assessed with six questions (i.e., to give
it to someone as a gift, M = 1.61, SD = 1.02; to keep to
yourself, M = 3.04, SD = 1.50; lack of money, M = 2.90,
SD = 1.61; to get food, M = 1.90, SD = 1.30; anger or
revenge, M = 1.59, SD = 1.08; for fun, M = 1.77,
SD = 1.21), and the perception of risk (1 = never, 5 = very
often) was assessed with two questions (i.e., ‘‘does the risk
of getting caught make stealing appealing, M = 1.51,
SD = 0.97’’, and ‘‘if there was no risk of getting caught,
how often would you steal, M = 2.47, SD = 1.45’’). Finally,
we asked about the amount of planning that goes in when
stealing (1 = never, 5 = very often) with three items that
were summed and averaged (i.e., ‘‘plan ahead,’’ ‘‘case the
place before stealing,’’ and ‘‘put thought into the thieving’’;
a = .89; M = 1.93, SD = 1.13).

Results

Table 1 shows cross-correlations for the Dark Triad
and impulsivity measures. All the other measures but
dysfunctional and functional impulsivity were significantly,
positively correlated with each other. We conducted a

2 (participant’s sex) · 2 (have/have not stolen) MANCOVA
with four dependent variables (i.e., Machiavellianism, nar-
cissism, primary and secondary psychopathy), controlling
for functional and dysfunctional impulsivity. The model
revealed a significant multivariate effect between
those who had and had not stolen (Wilk’s K = .85,
F(5, 246) = 12.08, p = .001, g2

p = .13) in both psychopathy
subtypes and Machiavellianism, but not in narcissism (see
Table 2 for univariate results). There was also a significant,
multivariate main effect of sex (Wilk’s K = .81,
F(5, 246) = 22.56, p = .001, g2

p = .22), such that men
scored higher than women did on all of the dependent vari-
ables (all univariate F’s > 7.40, all p’s < .001). There were
no interactions between sex and having/having not stolen.

In order to control for shared variance between the Dark
Triad and impulsivity, we run a series of simultaneous lin-
ear regressions, entering age, sex, the Dark Triad, and
impulsivity as predictors, and different indicators of thefts
as the outcome variables. Secondary psychopathy
(b = .41, t = 3.18, p < .01) and narcissism (b = �.23,
t = �1.96, p < .05) emerged as significant predictors of
lifetime thefts (an interested reader can contact the first
author to obtain full results for these variables).

Next, we conducted linear multiple regressions to inves-
tigate how the Dark Triad traits, impulsivity, and sex pre-
dicted frequency of thefts from different targets, and
frequency of various kinds of thefts in the past 12 months,
motivations to steal, and the extent of planning involved in
the theft (see Tables 3 and 4 for correlation coefficients
and beta values). After controlling for shared variance,

Table 1. Cross-correlations between the Dark Triad and
impulsivity measures

Measure 1 2 3 4 5

1. Narcissism –
2. Machiavellianism .27* –
3. Primary Psychopathy .50* .72* –
4. Secondary Psychopathy .43* .52* .72* –
5. Functional Impulsivity .45* .27* .27* .28* –
6. Dysfunctional Impulsivity .22* .29* .29* .43* .10

Note. *p < .01 (one-tailed).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, F-ratios, and effect sizes for the Dark Triad traits, and functional and dysfunctional
impulsivity in people who have and have not committed a theft

Mean (SD)

Overall (N = 254) Theft (n = 124) No theft (n = 130) F g2
p

Narcissism 14.19 (7.42) 14.33 (7.20) 14.06 (7.67) 0.01 .01
Machiavellianism 73.56 (14.01) 76.00 (14.90) 71.20 (12.70) 7.42* .03
Primary psychopathy 80.26 (18.11) 84.89 (18.10) 75.76 (17.01) 4.14* .06
Secondary psychopathy 70.10 (17.47) 76.26 (17.99) 64.14 (14.73) 5.82* .12
Functional impulsivity 5.42 (3.11) 5.51 (3.08) 5.33 (3.20) 0.81 .03
Dysfunctional impulsivity 3.24 (2.93) 3.70 (3.20) 2.80 (2.62) 5.39* .02

Note. *p < .01 (two-tailed).
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secondary psychopathy predicted stealing from strangers,
stores, and agencies, as well as higher frequency of thefts
in the past 12 months. In terms of motivations to steal, sec-
ondary psychopathy predicted stealing for gift-giving, to get
money, and to get food. Interestingly, the relationships were
in the other direction for primary psychopathy. Individuals
who scored higher in primary psychopathy were less likely
to steal to get money, and more likely to steal just for fun.
Secondary psychopathy was the only significant predictor
for the extent of planning the thefts.

Last, we analyzed the relative importance of the Dark
Triad traits, impulsivity, and sex in relation to the risk
appeal (again, full results can be obtained from the first
author). For the risk-appeal measures, secondary psychopa-
thy had a positive, near-significant association with the
question ‘‘does the risk of getting caught make stealing
appealing’’ (b = .29, t = 2.22, p < .05). Interestingly, for
the question ‘‘if there was no risk of getting caught, how
often would you steal,’’ Machiavellianism (b = .33,
t = 2.64, p < .01) and primary psychopathy (b = .32,
t = 2.11, p = .04) were positive predictors. This indicates
that people high in Machiavellianism and primary psychop-
athy may be willing to steal, but are deterred by the possible
consequences.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first study to investigate the
Dark Triad of personality, and the frequency of petty thefts

in a non-incarcerated adult sample. Together with dysfunc-
tional impulsivity, the ‘‘darker’’ aspects of the Dark Triad
(i.e., both psychopathy subtypes and Machiavellianism)
are associated with admitting to having stolen something.
Albeit the relatively small effect sizes, these results were
significant, and provide tentative support for the idea that
psychopathy and Machiavellianism are part of an evolution-
ary cheater strategy (Jonason & Webster, 2012), sharing
the core features of dysfunctional impulsivity (Jones &
Paulhus, 2011), an evening chronotype (Jonason, Jones,
& Lyons, 2013), and a hostile interpersonal style
(Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013). Thefts may be part of the
same package, adaptive when the behavior is not too
conspicuous, allowing the avoidance of punishment.

When we controlled for shared variance between the
Dark Triad and impulsivity, secondary psychopathy alone
emerged as a significant predictor of diverse thieving
behavior, such as stealing from strangers, stores, and agen-
cies, higher number of lifetime thefts, and higher frequency
of stealing various items in the past 12 months. It has been
proposed that psychopathy, as an antisocial phenotype, can
explain various arrays of offending above and beyond theo-
ries on impulsivity (DeLisi, 2009), and our results suggest
that this phenotype is embodied especially in secondary
psychopathy. Rather than impulsivity or primary psychopa-
thy, secondary psychopathy may be a good predictor of
small thefts. This makes sense as secondary psychopathy
is characterized by high intensity of criminal behavior
(McCuish et al., 2014) and anti-social deviance (Williams
et al., 2007). It may be a more general personality trait than
impulsivity, thereby capturing a wider range of variance.

Table 3. Relationship between the Dark Triad and impulsivity variables, extent of planning thefts, and frequency of thefts
from different targets

r (b)

Measures
Family and

friends Strangers Work
Stores and
agencies

Frequency
(12 months) Planning

Narcissism .18* (.05) .40** (.02) .07 (�.12) .19* (.11) .13 (.02) .25* (.01)
Machiavellianism .24* (.26) .40 (�.05) .19* (.01) .15 (.04) .24** (.07) .19* (.03)
Primary psychopathy .20 (�.32) .54** (.18) .23* (.23) .15 (�.28) .23* (�.15) .23* (.04)
Secondary psychopathy .31* (.16) .64** (.46**) .21* (.20) .36** (.49**) .23* (.49**) .40** (.26*)
Functional impulsivity .22* (.12) .44** (.17) .07 (�.01) .13 (�.05) .06 (�.13) .07 (.00)
Dysfunctional impulsivity .17 (.10) .26** (.03) �.05 (�.17) .09 (�.06) .08 (�.07) �.05 (�.06)

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 (one-tailed).

Table 4. Relationship between the Dark Triad and impulsivity variables and motivations for thefts

r (b)

Measures Give as a gift Keep for self Lack of money To get food Anger/revenge For fun

Narcissism .21* (.05) .04 (�.09) .18* (.12) �.04 (�.11) .19* (.01) .28* (�.01)
Machiavellianism .22* (.02) .34** (.28) .24** (.25) �.01 (.02) .29** (.18) .33** (.06)
Primary psychopathy .26* (�.04) .27** (.21) .19 (�.47*) �.03 (�.36*) .29** (�.11) .43** (.32)
Secondary psychopathy .36** (.37*) .13 (�.06) .42** (.62**) .19* (.43**) .32** (.10) .32** (.03)
Functional impulsivity .17 (�.02) �.06 (�.10) .10 (�.05) .09 (.05) .19* (�.04) .27** (.14)
Dysfunctional impulsivity .02 (�.12) .02 (�.07) .12 (�.09) �.04 (�.11) .18 (.12) .11 (�.03)

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 (one-tailed).
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Interestingly, secondary psychopathy also related to greater
planning of the thefts, which could be a feature of a procliv-
ity toward a criminal career (McCuish et al., 2014).

The differences between primary and secondary psy-
chopathy are interesting, and partially support the idea that
primary psychopathy is the more ‘‘successful’’ of the two
(Akhtar, Ahmetoglu, & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2013; Lyons,
Healy, & Bruno, 2013; Skeem, Polaschek, Patrick, &
Lilienfeld, 2011). For example, individuals high in primary
psychopathy reported a higher likelihood of stealing if they
knew they would not get caught. This fits in with other
characteristics such as low guilt (Lyons, 2014), low empa-
thy (Jonason, Lyons, et al., 2013), and strategic behaviors
such as defection on individuals who one does not interact
with in the future (Gervais et al., 2013). Primary psychop-
athy may relate to getting a kick out of disingenuous behav-
iors which are only acted on if the risk of getting caught is
low. These behaviors are likely to be facilitated by callous
and unemotional predisposition, and may lead to career suc-
cess (see Akhtar et al., 2013). Secondary psychopathy, in
turn, was associated with thrill-seeking thefts, as well as
thieving to get money or food, rather than just for fun.
It is possible that individuals high in secondary psychopa-
thy are more likely to engage in petty thefts without caring
too much about the consequences of getting caught. Our
findings suggest that secondary psychopathy may relate
to a career path as a petty criminal. There certainly is scope
for further research on the psychopathy subtypes and crime
in non-incarcerated populations.

This study had a number of limitations. First, we relied
on self-reported crime. This is in stark contrast to most
work on criminality which uses verifiable criminal data,
focusing on those who have already been caught. However,
those who have been caught may evidence pathological
manifestations of psychopathy in contrast to those in our
sample who may have been able to ‘‘fly below the radar.’’
Although research has found that on-line data collection
can reduce self-report biases on sensitive topics (Kreuter,
Presser, & Tourangeau, 2008), we cannot fully rule out
any suppression in the reports of crime. However, what this
means simply is that we have underestimates of the links if
such suppression truly exists. Second, we had a relatively
small sample of individuals who were ‘‘opportunistically’’
sampled. Nevertheless, we may have capitalized on volun-
teers who may, by their very nature, be low on the Dark
Triad traits which will further suppress our correlations.
Third, we did not report on associations for lower-order fac-
tors for the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (e.g., Jonason,
Jones, et al., 2013) but we had no theoretical reason to do so
and exploratory tests revealed nothing particularly compel-
ling. Importantly, including Machiavellianism and narcis-
sism was done to increase precision by allowing us to
partial shared variance in the Dark Triad traits; providing
a purer estimate of the relationship between psychopathy
and petty theft. Fourth, we were unable to analyze men
and women separately due to the small number of male par-
ticipants in the study. Previous studies have found that espe-
cially the two psychopathy subtypes have different effects
on behavior depending on sex (e.g., Jonason, Lyons,
et al., 2013; Lyons et al., 2013). It would be useful to take

sex into consideration in future studies with larger, more
balanced sample sizes. That said we have provided new
detail about how psychopathy may be linked – albeit as
an underestimate – to petty theft and other aspects of non-
violent, low-level crime.

Future research should include more observational and
experimental work, as it may be that verbal reports of thiev-
ing do not correspond with actual behavior (Farrington,
Knapp, Erickson, & Knight, 1980). It would be interesting
to investigate the Dark Triad in relation to actual opportu-
nistic thieving in a laboratory experiment, varying the prob-
ability of detection as well as opportunities for social
interaction (Falk & Fischbacher, 2002). It would be
expected that individuals high in trait psychopathy are less
sensitive to indicators of being detected and punished for
thefts than individuals lower in this trait.

With these limitations noted, we have still provided a
unique study for both forensic and personality psychologists
using adaptations framework. We emphasize the impor-
tance of personality traits in understanding people’s procliv-
ities toward crime. If one can look beyond their moral
objections to crime, important theoretical contributions
about the aetiology of crime can be gleaned from evolution-
ary psychology; something we hope to have done here.
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