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Abstract
Can narcissism help foster resiliency against adversity? In this study, we used Turkish
panel data, to examine whether narcissism can buffer the negative impact of personal
loss on change in subjective well-being in the wake of the Türkiye-Syria earthquakes of
2023. Results show that the adaptation to personal loss was stronger for individuals
high on narcissism. At the same time, we found no evidence that individuals high on
Machiavellianism or psychopathy – other Dark Triad traits - were better able to adapt
to personal loss.
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Introduction

Over the past years, an increasing number of studies have examined the subjective well-
being effects of adverse events, including 9/11 (Fredrickson et al., 2003), Boston
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marathon bombing (Clark et al., 2020), the Paris terrorist attacks (Coupe, 2017), the
Greek bailout referendum (Arampatzi et al., 2020), and the Fukushima disaster
(Rehdanz et al., 2015). Where it has generally been found that adverse events have a
negative impact on subjective well-being, some people appear to be more resilient to
adverse events than others. In this regard, positive traits such as emotional intelligence
(Armstrong et al., 2011), optimism (Fredrickson et al., 2003), and interpersonal trust
(Jovanović et al., 2023) have been found to buffer against adversity.

At the same time, there has been limited attention to the question whether negative
personality traits buffer against adversity. Most notably, the traits of the Dark Triad
(narcissism, Machiavellianism. and psychopathy) have been predominantly associated
with negative behaviors, such as fraud (Rijsenbilt & Commandeur, 2013), theft (Lyons
& Jonason, 2015), bullying (Davis et al., 2022), and animal cruelty (Kavanagh et al.,
2013). Following Paulhus and Williams (2002) narcissism is associated with a
magnificent self-view, Machiavellianism is related to interpersonal manipulation and
skeptical view of others, and psychopathy is characterized by antisocial impulsivity and
heartlessness. Although the Dark Triad personality traits have all their unique features,
they share a cold interpersonal orientation, and display of selfish behavior (Lyons et al.,
2019). Despite this would suggest that individuals high on narcissism, Machiavel-
lianism, and psychopathy would react and adapt rather similar to adversity, recent
studies have pointed out that there are notable differences in coping behavior between
the three dark traits.

As pointed out by Lyons et al. (2019) and Szabó, Kun, and Balogh et al. (2022),
there are several reasons to believe that particularly (grandiose) narcissism buffers
against adverse events. Narcissism has been associated with increased mental
toughness or the ability to cope under pressure (Vaughan et al., 2018) as well as reduced
emotional reactivity to stress (Papageorgiou et al., 2019). Hyun and Ku (2021) argue
that narcissists have a pro-active coping style, characterized by viewing anticipated
stressors as opportunities and goals rather than as threats, leading to effective stress
handling. Indeed, narcissists seem to exhibit a greater flexibility in dealing with stress,
which positively affects their mental health (Ng et al., 2014). In this regard, Zhu et al.
(2023) have also pointed at a positive relationship between narcissism and psycho-
logical capital, while Onley et al. (2013) have found a positive relationship between
narcissism and mental toughness.

Where might this relationship between narcissism and mental toughness originate
from? The mourning process represents an adjustment to a significant loss. To navigate
this process, individuals require positive internalizations and supportive external rela-
tionships. In contrast, narcissistic individuals may struggle with the mourning process.
Instead of experiencing grief, they often feel a profound sense of abandonment, ac-
companied by separation anxiety and episodes of narcissistic rage (Hägglund, 1975). To
manage these overwhelming emotions, they tend to cling to grandiose fantasies –

avoidance behaviors to escape grief (Durvasula, 2015) - and maintain a high-level of self-
esteem and confidence, which can serve as a psychological buffer against distress. Their
focus shifts to seeking new relationships and sources of gratification, aiming to restore
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their sense of being needed and valued (Hägglund, 1975), herewith stimulating mental
toughness.

The relationships between other Dark Triad traits and resilience to adverse events are
less clear. Studies by Onley et al. (2013) and Bagheri Sheykhangafshe et al. (2021)
report a negative association between psychopathy and mental toughness. Individuals
high on psychopathy tend to cope less well in the wake of adversity. Despite emotional
detachment associated with psychopathy, their difficulty with forming meaningful
relationships can result in a lack of social support. Furthermore, individuals high on
psychopathy lack self-control (Furnham et al., 2013) and tend to act more impulsive
and irresponsible (Onley et al., 2013), which can result in maladaptive coping
mechanisms such as substance abuse. Finally, individuals high on psychopathy tend to
score lower on emotional intelligence (Miao et al., 2019) and lack a positive mood
which may hinder coping (Lyons et al., 2019).

The absence of a buffering effect for people high on Machiavellianism is less well-
documented. Some scholars find that Machiavellianism could lead to worse well-being
outcomes after stress due to lower emotional intelligence and lower positive mood
(Miao et al., 2019), which is possibly associated with high levels of cynicism. Others
report that Machiavellians are like narcissists strongly goal-driven (Szabó et al., 2022)
and by prioritizing their own goals they tend to navigate adversity. However, exploiting
situations for personal gains may harm social relationships in the longer run. More
elaborate discussions on the relationship between the Dark Triad traits and coping can
be found in the work of Lyons et al. (2019) and Szabó, Kun, and Balogh et al. (2022).

In this study, we build on previous event studies by using panel data in the wake of
an adverse event, the 2023 Türkiye-Syria Earthquakes. On February 6, an earthquake
struck central Türkiye and the north-west Syrian Arab Republic. Over 50,000 people
died in Türkiye, while 1.5 million people were left homeless. Specifically, we examine
adaptation to personal loss (in terms subjective well-being) in the months after the
earthquake and gauge whether narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy
moderate the relationship between personal loss and change in subjective well-being.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The data and methodology are
introduced in Data and Methodology. Descriptive statistics and an empirical analysis
are provided in Results, while Discussion concludes.

Data and Methodology

Participants and Procedure

In this research, we utilized data obtained from two surveys conducted in Türkiye
following the earthquakes that occurred in February 2023. The initial survey took place
from the final week ofMarch to the second week ofMay 2023 (T1), while the follow-up
survey was held from the second week of September to the third week of October 2023
(T2). Both surveys were administered online throughout Türkiye using convenience
sampling via a provided link. Participation in the survey was voluntary, and
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respondents did not receive compensation for their involvement. The survey was
distributed through Google Forms, and the average time taken to complete it was
20 minutes. All 1100 individuals who completed the first wave of the survey were
invited to partake in the second wave, resulting in a sample of 608 individuals who
completed both surveys. The data collection procedure was reviewed and approved by
the Scientific Research and Publication Ethics Committee of the Rectorate of Kirklareli
University (reference no: E-35523585-199).1 The respondents provided their written
informed consent to participate in this study. The average age of respondents was
39 years, and the majority of respondents was male (65%) and had a university degree
(89%).2

Variables

Personal Loss During Earthquake. The personal loss variable is a Boolean dummy
variable that takes the value of one if the respondent indicated (1) he or she survived but
was injured and/or (2) his or her house was damaged or destroyed and/or (3) one or
more family members were injured or passed away and/or the family’s house was
damaged or destroyed. This variable was measured during the first wave of the study.

Change in Subjective Well-Being. To measure resilience to adverse events, we look at the
change in life satisfaction score, which can be considered an evaluative measure of
subjective well-being and is commonly used in the well-being literature. Specifically,
respondents had to answer the question: ‘Taking all things together, how satisfied are
you with your life these days? 0 = completely dissatisfied, 10 = completely satisfied’.
This single-item measure is used frequently in the study of subjective well-being
(Diener et al., 2013) and perform relatively well as compared to multi-item scales like
Diener’s Satisfaction with Life Scale, albeit with lower reliabilities (Schimmack &
Oishi, 2005). This variable was part of the questionnaire in both survey waves and,
hence, were are able to examine change in subjective well-being over time, which is
used to gauge to what extent people adapt to adverse events.

Narcissism and Other Dark Triad Traits. We use the Turkish translation (Özsoy & Ardiç,
2017) of the Dirty Dozen scale (Jonason & Webster, 2010) to measure the Dark Triad
traits. The dirty dozen scale encompasses a 9-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree; 9 = strongly agree) and 4 items for each trait. Examples of statements include
‘I tend to want others to admire me’ (narcissism), ‘I tend to manipulate others to get my
way’ (Machiavellianism), and ‘I tend to be callous or insensitive (psychopathy).
“Better”). The Dark Triad personality traits were only measured in the first wave.
Cronbach’s alpha for the narcissism index (0.87), Machiavellianism index (0.85), and
psychopathy index (0.73) indicated that the respective indices are internally consistent.

Control Variables. We control for gender, age, and education level as these factors have
been previously associated with Dark Triad traits (see e.g. Szabó et al., 2022). Table 1
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includes descriptive statistics for all variables included in the study, while Table 2
provides the correlation matrix for the main variables of interest.

Self-Selection and Attrition Bias

Given the longitudinal design, a potential caveat is that our data might suffer from self-
selection selection bias and panel attrition bias. Attrition bias arises if respondents drop
out for the panel non-randomly, namely, when attrition is interrelated with variables of
interest. We examine attrition bias using the demographic data, Dark Triad scores, and
subjective well-being scores of the respondents that were obtained in the first ques-
tionnaire. Overall, our attrition is 44.7% which is not uncommon in long-term panel
studies in which attrition rates typically vary between 30% and 70% (e.g., Gustavson
et al., 2012).

Using logistic regression, we compared the respondents who completed both
questionnaires and respondents who only filled out one questionnaire. The results are
presented in Table 3. The scores on the main variables of interest between individuals
who participated in both waves and those who only participated in one wave did not
significantly differ. Hence, we conclude that the selection effect regarding our main
variables of interest is limited. However, respondents who had a university degree, were
more likely to complete both waves of the survey.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (N = 608).

Mean
Standard
deviation Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis

Continuous variables
Change in life satisfaction
(T2-T1)

0.41 2.35 �10 10 0.1 5.0

Narcissism (T1) 4.96 2.10 1 9 �0.1 2.0
Machiavellianism (T1) 2.17 1.80 1 9 1.8 6.3
Psychopathy (T1) 2.29 1.44 1 9 1.5 5.4
Age 38.82 9.19 1 9 0.6 3.1

Categorical variables %
Personal loss during
earthquake

9.4

Female 34.5
University degree 88.9
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Results

Main Findings

To examine whether Dark Triad traits moderate the relationship between personal loss
during the earthquake and change in subjective well-being in the months after the
earthquake, we utilize ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. Table 4 provides the main
findings. Overall, we find that people that experienced personal loss in the family during the
earthquake score lower on life satisfaction in both T1 and T2, but that the difference
between people that experienced personal loss and did not experience personal loss is
becoming smaller over time. Please note that between T1 and T2 the life satisfaction of both
people that experienced personal loss and people that did not experience personal loss
improved. This can be explained by the fact that also the subjective well-being of people
that did not experience loss was negatively affected by the earthquakes.

At the same time, this adaptation effect is insignificant (Column 1: b = 0.28, p = .34),
signifying that there is considerable heterogeneity in the adaptation effect. Moving to the
buffering effects of the Dark Triad traits, we find that, in line with our hypothesis and
previous work, narcissismmoderates the relationship between experience personal loss and

Table 2. Correlation Matrix (N = 608).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

(1) Change in life satisfaction (T2-T1) 1.00
(2) Personal loss during earthquake 0.03 1.00
(3) Narcissism (T1) �0.02 0.02 1.00
(4) Machiavellianism (T1) �0.00 0.01 0.33 1.00
(5) Psychopathy (T1) 0.03 0.02 0.15 0.53 1.00

Table 3. Self-Selection in Sample—Participation in Two Rounds Versus Only First Round –

Odds Ratio’s.

Dependent variable: Participation in two waves (0-1) (1) Odds ratio (95%CI)

Life satisfaction (T1) 1.04 (0.99–1.09)
Personal loss during earthquake (T1) 0.96 (0.63–1.47)
Narcissism (T1) 1.04 (0.98–1.11)
Machiavellianism (T1) 0.95 (0.85–1.05)
Psychopathy (T1) 1.00 (0.91–1.11)
Female 0.95 (0.72–1.25)
Age 1.00 (0.99–1.01)
University degree 3.11** (2.36–4.09)
Observations 1100

**p < .01. Confidence intervals estimated using robust standard errors.
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Figure 1. The moderating effect of narcissism.

Table 4. Main Results – Linear Regression.

Dependent variable: Change
in life satisfaction (T2-T1) (1) (2) (3) (4)

Personal loss during
earthquake (T1)

0.21 (0.34) 0.27 (0.37) 0.29 (0.37) 0.22 (0.35)

Narcissism (T1) �0.10 (0.06)# �0.04 (0.05) �0.04 (0.05) �0.10 (0.06)#
Machiavellianism (T1) 0.01 (0.07) �0.00 (0.07) 0.01 (0.07) 0.02 (0.07)
Psychopathy (T1) �0.04 (0.08) �0.06 (0.08) �0.06 (0.08) �0.04 (0.08)
Personal loss during
earthquake * narcissism
(T1)

0.57 (0.15)** 0.60 (0.17)**

Personal loss during
earthquake *
Machiavellianism (T1)

0.16 (0.24) �0.14 (0.26)

Personal loss during
earthquake * psychopathy
(T1)

�0.09 (0.26) 0.01 (0.21)

Female �0.12 (0.21) �0.18 (0.22) �0.17 (0.21) �0.12 (0.21)
Age �0.02 (0.01) �0.02 (0.01)# �0.02 (0.01) �0.02 (0.01)
University degree 0.84 (0.34)* 0.86 (0.35)* 0.83 (0.34)* 0.82 (0.35)*
Observations 608 608 608 608

Robust standard errors in parentheses. **p < .01; *p < .05; #p < .10. Narcissism (T1), Machiavellianism (T1),
and Psychopathy (T1) are all mean-centered.
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change in life satisfaction (Column 2: b = 0.57, se = 0.15, p < .01; see also Figure 1).
Although narcissism is weakly negatively associated with change in life satisfaction (b =
-0.10, p = .084), the life satisfaction gap between people that are high on narcissism and
experienced personal loss and people that did not experience personal loss decreased.
Concurrently, the life satisfaction gap between people that are low on narcissism and
experienced personal loss and people that did not experience personal loss increased. We
found that the moderating effects of Machiavellianism and psychopathy were insignificant.

Robustness Analyses

We ran several robustness analyses, where we examined whether our results are
sensitive to variable definition and inclusion of covariates. First, we re-estimated
Column 4 of Table 4 using 2 different definitions of being affected by the
2023 earthquakes. These results are presented in Table 5. First, we used the original
definition, but now also included the injury, death and/or destruction of houses of
friends or acquaintances in our definition of being affected by the earthquake (Table 5,
Column 1). Second, we defined being affected by the earthquake by being present in the
earthquake area at the time of the earthquake (Table 5, Column 2). When we apply
different definitions of adversity, our main results do not change.

Table 5. Robustness Analysis – Alternative Definitions of Personal Loss.

Dependent variable: Change in life satisfaction (T2-T1) (1) (2)

Personal loss during earthquake and/or loss of friends/
acquaintances

0.18 (0.21)

Present in earthquake area 0.21 (0.35)
Narcissism (T1) �0.09 (0.06) �0.07 (0.06)
Machiavellianism (T1) �0.03 (0.08) 0.02 (0.08)
Psychopathy (T1) �0.10 (0.09) �0.06 (0.08)
Personal loss during earthquake and/or loss of friends/
acquaintances * narcissism (T1)

0.21 (0.10)#

Personal loss during earthquake and/or loss of friends/
acquaintances * Machiavellianism (T1)

0.16 (0.18)

Personal loss during earthquake and/or loss of friends/
acquaintances * psychopathy (T1)

0.15 (0.17)

Present in earthquake area * narcissism (T1) 0.35 (0.17)*
Present in earthquake area * machiavellianism (T1) �0.05 (0.29)
Present in earthquake area * psychopathy (T1) 0.14 (0.29)
Covariates Yes Yes
Observations 608 608

Robust standard errors in parentheses. **p < .01; *p < .05; #p < .10.
Narcissism (T1), Machiavellianism (T1), and Psychopathy (T1) are all mean-centered.
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In addition, we conducted additional regressions including additional covariates that
potentially confound the relationships between personal loss, dark-triad and change in
life satisfaction. In particular, we ran regressions (Table 6) where we controlled for:

(1) The life satisfaction level in wave 1. Results are presented in Table 6, Column
1 Although we might have expected that people higher on subjective well-being
would be more resilient, the limited dependent nature of the life satisfaction
response scale (0-10) could contribute to the finding that potential gains in life
satisfaction are greater for less happy people (see also Arampatzi et al., 2020). Our
main results regarding the moderation effect of narcissism hold.

(2) Other personality traits. We controlled whether our findings regarding the Dark
Triad traits is not driven by other personality characteristics. Including the brief
version of the Big Five (Table 6, Column 2) using the scale of Gosling et al. (2003)
that has been translated by Atak (2013) in Turkish, our main results hold.

Discussion

The present study examined the buffering effects of Dark Triad traits to adverse events,
in a sample of Turkish respondents in the wake of the 2023 Türkiye-Syria Earthquake.
We found that respondents high on narcissism that experienced personal loss adapted
better to adversity. Our findings are in line with the literature on Dark Triad traits and
resilience, which has found that narcissism may serve as a buffer against adverse events
due to its association with increased mental toughness, reduced emotional reactivity to

Table 6. Robustness Analysis – Additional Covariates.

Dependent variable: Change in life satisfaction (T2-T1) (1) (2)

Personal loss during earthquake �0.07 (0.27) 0.16 (0.34)
Narcissism (T1) �0.04 (0.05) �0.11 (0.06)#
Machiavellianism (T1) �0.01 (0.07) �0.01 (0.08)
Psychopathy (T1) �0.05 (0.07) �0.04 (0.08)
Personal loss during earthquake * narcissism (T1) 0.31 (0.13)** 0.62 (0.17)**
Personal loss during earthquake * Machiavellianism (T1) 0.12 (0.20) �0.16 (0.25)
Personal loss during earthquake * psychopathy (T1) 0.11 (0.19) �0.01 (0.21)
Life satisfaction (T1) �0.47 (0.04)**
Female 0.04 (0.18) �0.07 (0.22)
Age �0.00 (0.01) �0.01 (0.01)
University degree 1.18 (0.30)** 0.83 (0.34)*
Big five personality traits No Yes
Observations 608 608

Robust standard errors in parentheses. **p < .01; *p < .05; #p < .10.
Narcissism (T1), Machiavellianism (T1), and Psychopathy (T1) are all mean-centered.
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stress, and a proactive coping style that frames stressors as opportunities rather than
threats (Hyun & Ku, 2021; Lyons et al., 2019; Szabó et al., 2022). We did not find a
moderating effect of Machiavellianism and psychopathy, where the previous literature
has found mixed effects for the role of Machiavellianism in the adaptation process and a
negative buffering effect of psychopathy. Explanations for these findings are that
psychopathy and Machiavellianism are negatively associated with resilience and
mental toughness, likely due to traits like impulsivity, irresponsibility, low emotional
intelligence, and a lack of positive mood (Furnham et al., 2013; Miao et al., 2019;
Onley et al., 2013).

Our findings support the adaptive potential of narcissism, as proposed by the stress-
buffering hypothesis (Szabó et al., 2022) and earlier, but also highlight the need for a
more nuanced understanding of how these traits interact with environmental factors. At
the same time, our findings have important implications for psychological interventions
or resilience-building programs in those certain characteristics of (grandiose) narcis-
sism such as mental toughness can be harnessed in therapeutic settings to help in-
dividuals cope with personal loss. Although it might be unwarranted to promote
narcissistic traits in general, some of these traits such as self-confidence and mental
toughness, are adaptive in certain contexts. Evidence for narcissism as coping
mechanism has also been found in studies on death anxiety, in which it was found that
narcissism moderates the relationship between death anxiety and subjective well-being
(Zhao et al., 2022).

A theoretical implication of our findings is that greater attention should be given to
the bright side of malevolent qualities as well as that Dark Triad personality traits have
their own unique characteristics that should be more prominently featured in future
research. Our results echo findings in the wider literature on personality and subjective
well-being, in which it has been found that particularly grandiose narcissism has been
associated with higher levels of subjective well-being, while Machiavellianism and
psychopathy are not or negatively associated with subjective well-being (Blasco-Belled
et al., 2024). In this regard, narcissism is considered to be ‘on the lighter side’ of Dark
Triad traits (Aghababaei & Błachnio, 2015), where the study by Van Groningen et al.
(2021) has even shown that narcissism may moderate the relationship between Ma-
chiavellianism and psychopathy and subjective well-being.

There are several limitations of this that should be addressed in future research. First,
we utilized a single-item measure of life satisfaction. Although this method has been
successfully applied in large-scale research to examine the connection between ob-
jective factors, such as income, and life satisfaction (e.g., Jebb et al., 2018), single-item
measures are typically less reliable than multi-item scales, which may lead to a re-
duction in the observed effects (see Diener et al., 2013). However, recent research
comparing single-item and multi-item life satisfaction scales across three extensive
samples has shown strong alignment and, importantly, no consistent differences in their
correlations with outcomes (Cheung & Lucas, 2014).

Second, we were only able to study adaptation in the medium run, as we examined
change in subjective well-being in the first half-year after the earthquakes. Future
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studies should further examine how and under what circumstances the Dark Triad
personality traits help to adapt to adversity in the short-run (over a period of weeks or
months) and long-run (over a period of years). Longer-run studies could help to
examine whether the buffering effects of narcissism are sustained or whether they
diminish over time. High-frequency pulse surveys (e.g., Arampatzi et al., 2020),
Experience Sampling (e.g., Wijngaards et al., 2019) or Day Reconstruction Method
(e.g., Bakker et al., 2020) can be employed to capture short-term effects and fluctu-
ations in subjective well-being and coping strategies. Such study could provide us with
a better understanding how Dark Triad traits affect resilience in the wake of a disaster.

Third, the current study is based on self-report data and particularly individuals high
on narcissism may overreport their subjective well-being (Zuckerman & O’Loughlin,
2009). This could potentially distort the relationship between narcissism and resilience.
Hence, there is still a need for further research about narcissism and resilience not only
on self-report data but also on behavioral data and observer reports, which can provide a
better understanding of the relation between narcissism and resilience and can easily be
expanded to other Dark Triad traits.

Fourth and most important of all, our study is only generalizable to a limited extent
since it studies a specific event and draws on a convenience sample that is not rep-
resentative of the Turkish population (Kamilçelebi & Burger, 2024); university
graduates might be a specific group and the earthquake might have affected them
somewhat differently compared to the general population. The problem in this paper is
analogous to the problem of al large reliance on student samples elsewhere in the
psychological literature. At the same time, our sample that mostly consists of university
graduates can still be valid in showcasing impact of an earthquake. In addition, there is
no prior that personality factors would have a different effect in different parts of the
population. Although we suspect that it is not likely that our main findings would
change considerably when more representative samples are employed, especially given
the magnitude of the found effects, additional research is needed to verify this claim.

On a similar note, more research on how contextual factors play a role should be
initiated. First, the study has been conducted in Türkiye that has a collectivist culture
and it would be interesting to examine whether our findings would hold in more
individualistic cultures, where narcissistic traits might be more prevalent or socially
accepted. In addition, it would be interesting to examine to what extent our findings are
specific to the context of a natural disaster and whether the buffering effect of nar-
cissism might differ in other types of adversity, such as economic crises or pandemics.
For example, could narcissism be less adaptive in situations where social cooperation is
essential for survival?

Conclusions

In this study we examined whether Dark Triad traits can contribute to resilience in the
face of adversity. The study utilized Turkish panel data to explore whether narcissism,
Machiavellianism and psychopathy can mitigate the negative effects of personal loss on
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changes in subjective well-being – measured by life satisfaction - following the
2023 Türkiye-Syria earthquakes. The findings indicate that individuals with higher
levels of narcissism adapted more effectively to personal loss. However, no evidence
was found to suggest that those with high levels of Machiavellianism or psychopathy
demonstrated greater adaptability to personal loss.
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