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Abstract
The study examines the effects of the dark triad traits (i.e., psychopathy, narcissism, 
and Machiavellianism) on positive word-of-mouth (WOM) intention for luxury 
products, and the moderating role of others’ opinion divergence (i.e., whether or 
not a consumer’s opinion deviates from that of the reference group). An experiment 
with 208 respondents tested the research hypotheses, shedding light on the moderat-
ing role of others’ opinion divergence in the relationship between each of the three 
dark triad traits and positive WOM intention. Results showed that psychopathy is 
positively (negatively) related to positive WOM intention in the presence (absence) 
of others’ opinion divergence. Moreover, narcissism is positively related to positive 
WOM intention when others’ opinion divergence is absent. Finally, Machiavellian-
ism is negatively related to positive WOM intention when others’ opinion diver-
gence is present. These results extend current knowledge on the influence of the 
dark triad traits on positive WOM intention about luxury products, offering insights 
for segmentation and targeting strategies in the luxury market.

Keywords Dark triad · Narcissism · Psychopathy · Machiavellianism · Word-of-
mouth · Luxury products

1 Introduction

In the context of luxury purchases, word-of-mouth (WOM) recommendations serve 
as an essential source of information for consumers (Kim & Ko, 2012; Kowalczyk 
& Mitchell, 2022), driving more than 60% of individual purchase decisions (Saven-
ier, 2015).

However, not all consumers are equally inclined to share WOM about luxury 
products, given the potential social costs associated with conspicuous displays of 
luxury consumption (Cannon & Rucker, 2019). Indeed, a growing trend among 
luxury consumers involves using subtler cues to communicate their ownership of 
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luxury items, in contrast to overt and conspicuous displays (Eckhardt et al., 2015). 
Luxury marketers, therefore, face a challenge in identifying consumers who might 
be willing to engage in WOM.

This study contributes to this domain by examining the role of personality traits 
as predictors of WOM transmission in a luxury context, with a specific focus on 
positive WOM. While existing literature provides some insight into how personality 
traits might predict such WOM, for example, highlighting the influence of high need 
for status (Yang and Mattila, 2017) and need for uniqueness (Kauppinen-Räisänen 
et al., 2018), there is an unexplored terrain concerning the potential impact of darker 
personality traits, such as Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy, collec-
tively known as the dark triad (Jonason & Webster, 2010).

Our study aims to address this gap and investigate how these dark triad traits 
might influence positive WOM in a luxury context. Despite some research linking 
narcissism to WOM (e.g., Luarn et al., 2016; Saenger et al., 2013), no studies have 
examined the collective impact of all three dark triad traits on WOM. Notably, these 
traits have been associated with externalized luxury consumption, involving the con-
spicuous display of luxury possessions to gain social status (Guido et al., 2020), sug-
gesting that consumers with dark triad personalities might be particularly inclined to 
discuss their luxury possessions with others.

At the same time, the dark triad traits are conceptually distinct and operate dif-
ferently in terms of status-seeking strategies. Narcissism is associated with self-pro-
motion (Sedikides et al., 2007), while psychopathic or Machiavellian personalities 
may resort to manipulative or aggressive tactics (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013; Ver-
beke et al., 2011). The latter strategies are more socially deviant than self-promotion 
and would typically thrive under more hostile social conditions (Reidy et al., 2007). 
For instance, such strategies could be activated when a consumer’s opinion diverges 
from the opinion of others in a group conversation as such situations could create a 
hostile opinion climate (Neubaum & Krämer, 2018).

Based on the above, this study investigates opinion divergence, i.e., whether a 
consumer’s opinion aligns or diverges from the reference group’s one, as a modera-
tor in the relationship between dark triad traits and the intention to share positive 
WOM about luxury products. Indeed, opinion divergence is highly relevant to lux-
ury products as they evoke strong emotions (Kyrousi & Theodoridis, 2019), result-
ing in a mix of positive and negative opinions within group discussions (Amatulli 
et  al., 2020). This can make luxury consumers hesitate to engage in WOM shar-
ing as they might fear sanctions from others. Therefore, it is imperative for luxury 
marketers to identify consumers who are willing to share positive WOM even when 
their opinions differ from the majority.

This article proposes that the three dark traits may differently contribute to 
explaining consumers’ WOM intention, depending on the presence or absence of 
opinion divergence. For instance, consumers with psychopathic personalities, 
known for dominance and aggression-based strategies in their pursuit of status (Lil-
ienfeld et al., 2012), might view opinion divergence as an opportunity to gain status 
rather than a risk. In contrast, consumers with narcissistic personalities, focused on 
self-promotion and ego protection, may be more inclined to share positive WOM 
when their opinions align with the group consensus. Additionally, consumers with 
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Machiavellian personalities, characterized by manipulation and exploitation (Wastell 
& Booth, 2003), might resist sharing positive WOM when their opinions differ from 
the group, as a strategy to appear more likable and ingratiating.

Our findings make three contributions to the literature. First, this research is the 
first to examine the complete set of dark triad traits as possible predictors of posi-
tive WOM. Second, this research provides new insights on who might share positive 
WOM in a group setting involving divergent opinions (Cascio et al., 2015; Ryu & 
Han, 2009; Schlosser, 2005). Third, this research suggests a more complex status-
seeking process underlying positive WOM sharing, which involves consumers’ sen-
sitivity to divergent others’ opinion.

Practically, our work suggests that luxury marketers should view dark triad con-
sumers as potential assets in spreading positive WOM. In particular, narcissistic 
consumers, with their propensity to engage in luxury-based WOM across contexts, 
may be valuable advocates. In contrast, psychopathic consumers could play a more 
distinctive role, being targeted as WOM advocates in  situations involving diver-
gent opinions, particularly in the context of online communication characterized by 
polarization and divergence (Neubaum & Krämer, 2018).

2  Theoretical background

2.1  Dark triad and WOM in the luxury context

The dark triad describes a set of personality traits – i.e., psychopathy, narcissism, 
and Machiavellianism – that in combination “entail a socially malevolent character 
with behavior tendencies toward self-promotion, emotional coldness, duplicity, and 
aggressiveness” (Paulhus & Williams, 2002, p. 557). They are often associated with 
reduced morality (Campbell et al., 2009; Egan et al., 2015), lower empathy (Jonason 
& Kroll, 2015), and a range of maladaptive behaviors such as drug abuse, criminal-
ity, and bullying/harassing (Azizli et al., 2016). Despite such a similarity, research 
has revealed that these three personality traits are conceptually distinct, each pos-
sessing a unique set of characteristics (Paulhus & Williams, 2002).

Psychopathy is characterized by lack of emotion, callous social attitudes, 
remorselessness, and impulsive thrill seeking (Jonason et al., 2015; Paulhus & Wil-
liams, 2002). People with this trait lack empathy, have little respect for rules and 
are remorseless (Hare & Neumann, 2008). Narcissism includes characteristics such 
as perceived superiority, dominance, extreme vanity, self-absorption, and a sense of 
entitlement (Raskin & Terry, 1988). People with this trait have an overly enhanced 
view of the self and take every opportunity to enhance those views, often at the 
expense of others (Hollebeek et al., 2022; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Machiavel-
lianism is instead characterized by insincerity, manipulativeness, emotional detach-
ment, and a willingness to exploit others for personal purposes (Wastell & Booth, 
2003). People with this trait typically demonstrate strategic planning and suspicion 
of others, employ various social strategies to deceive and manipulate others for per-
sonal gains and exploitative intents (Jonason & Webster, 2010; Moudrý & Thaichon, 
2020; Rauthmann, 2011).
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In the consumer context, the dark triad has been linked to various dysfunctional con-
sumer behaviors, such as benefiting from illegal actions (Egan et al., 2015), consumer 
fraud (Harrison et  al., 2018), supporting cruel business practices (Karampournioti 
et al., 2018), or misbehaving at restaurants (Chaouali et al., 2022). We examine whether 
consumers scoring high on the dark triad instead might play a more functional con-
sumer role by transmitting positive WOM. A literature review of dark triad as predic-
tors of WOM (see Table 1) shows that narcissism is related to WOM communication 
in a few studies (Kirk et al., 2022; Luarn et al., 2016; Moisescu et al., 2022; Saenger 
et al., 2013; Taylor, 2020), but the effects of psychopathy and Machiavellianism are still 
ignored. Kapoor et al. (2021) examined all the three dark traits as predictors of exagger-
ation in online WOM, which is a more dysfunctional form of WOM, and Hancock et al. 
(2023) examined the dark traits in relation to negative WOM. Only Blair et al. (2022) 
examined the dark triad in relation to positive WOM, but combined all three traits in 
one construct, thus giving no insight into how each dark trait might influence positive 
WOM distinctly. Hence, there is a need for research on how the distinct dark triad traits 
might influence positive WOM.

This study suggests that each of the dark triad traits is related to positive WOM in 
luxury context due to their common relationship with status seeking (Dahling et al., 
2009; Glenn et al., 2017; Grapsas et al., 2020). Status seeking involves pursuing relative 
higher positions in society compared to other people, in order to gain respect, admira-
tion, and power (Glenn et al., 2017). One common approach dark consumers use to 
gain such positions is through externalized luxury consumption, which essentially con-
sists in buying luxury products to impress others by showing off such purchases (Guido 
et al., 2020). Luxury purchases indeed signal wealth and prestige, and would grant con-
sumers with admiration and respect from others (Nelissen & Meijers, 2011). Hence, by 
showing off such a type of purchases to other people, dark consumers’ perceived status 
would likely increase. In this situation, sharing WOM about luxury purchases would 
be a useful way for such consumers to inform others about their increased status (Lee 
et al., 2019; Loureiro et al., 2018). Indeed, Blair et al. (2022) show that dark consumers 
are more likely to recommend products when the product is hedonic (vs. utilitarian) as 
this could influence their status and prestige. Therefore, this study assumes that con-
sumers with the dark triad traits will have a higher propensity to transmit luxury-based 
WOM as this aligns with their status-seeking motive. Formally, we suggest that:

H1 All three dark triad traits are positively related to the intention to share positive 
WOM.

In the next section, we discuss how this effect might be moderated by opinion diver-
gence in group conversations (see conceptual model in Fig. 1).

2.2  Consumer reactions to others’ opinion

Previous consumer research suggests that individuals in a group context would 
generally behave in ways that conform to social norms or pressure (Ryu & Han, 
2009). This would help them achieve certain intangible rewards, in terms of group 
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acceptance and social inclusion (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), and avoid penalties, 
in terms of social disapproval, rejection, and ridicule (Miller & Anderson, 1979). 
The tendency to conform has a strong impact on opinion formation in group dis-
cussions, often causing the minority to follow the majority opinion (Glynn et al., 
1997). Accordingly, when consumers encounter divergent others’ opinions about 
a product, they often change their own opinion of the product in accordance with 
the conversation partners’ (Brannon & Samper, 2018). Consumers’ tendency to 
conform also affects their WOM behavior. For instance, consumers often revise 
their recommendations to be consistent with others’ recommendations when they 
hear that these latter are different from their initial recommendations (Cascio et al., 
2015). And, sometimes, consumers’ tendency to conform may result in a lower 
willingness to talk when others’ opinions are divergent with their own (Ryu & Han, 
2009).

The effect of others’ opinion divergence on WOM seems particularly prominent 
when the divergent opinion of the reference group in a conversational context is 
negative as opposed to positive (Schlosser, 2005). One possible explanation for this 
effect is that individuals who receive product information via WOM communica-
tions are more likely to attribute negative information to the product being men-
tioned, whereas they tend to attribute positive information to the communicator’s 
personal motives (e.g., impression management), which often have little to do with 
the product’s actual performance (Chen & Lurie, 2013). Therefore, consumers who 
consider sharing positive, as opposed to negative, opinions about a product would be 
more sensitive, and thus more inclined to change their initial opinions or resist shar-
ing them at all, if they are aware that potential recipients hold a divergent, negative 
opinion about the same product. Another possible explanation is that consumers in 
general perceive individuals holding a critical or negative opinion about a product 
as more intelligent (Schlosser, 2005). Consequently, consumers confronted with a 
situation in which most of potential recipients share a divergent, negative opinion 
about a product would often adjust their positive opinions downward to align with 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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such recipients or avoid voicing their opinions at all (Glynn et al., 1997; Ryu & Han, 
2009).

However, in opposition to this general tendency to conform, some consumers 
might instead be more motivated to talk when their opinion diverges from others’. 
For instance, consumers with an individualistic self-view (Wien & Olsen, 2014) or 
with a high need for uniqueness (Dayan, 2020) show higher intention to engage in 
WOM when they hold a divergent opinion. For these consumers, challenging social 
norms could serve to differentiate themselves from others, thus enhancing their sta-
tus (Bellezza et al., 2014). Hence, these consumers might view a situation in which 
their opinion diverges from others’ opinion as an opportunity to gain status and not a 
potentially risky situation.

In this research, we argue that consumers with a dark personality may be less 
inclined to conform to others’ opinion, thus challenging social norms (Azizli 
et al., 2016; Paulhus & Williams, 2002) and ignoring social risks, such as that of 
receiving criticisms or that of being stigmatizing as incompetent consumers (Vize 
et  al., 2018), in an attempt to increase their status (Visser et  al., 2014). While 
at first glance this would suggest that all three dark traits could be associated 
with an increased intention to engage in WOM to share personal product opinions 
in the presence of others’ opinion divergence, some significant differences might 
emerge among the different dark consumers’ WOM intentions, depending on their 
preferred strategy to seek status, as well as the perceived risk of ego threat. In the 
following sections, we hypothesize how these aspects would affect consumers’ 
intention to share WOM, when others’ opinion divergence is present rather than 
absent, for each of the three dark traits.

2.3  Psychopathy and divergent others’ opinion

Psychopaths desire status in the form of a relatively higher position in society 
compared to other people (Glenn et  al., 2017) and try to obtain this by engag-
ing in risky behaviors (Visser et al., 2014), expressing boldness (Persson & Lil-
ienfeld, 2019), or trying to dominate other people (Lilienfeld et al., 2012). Psy-
chopaths tend to be hostile in their dominance over others (Rauthmann & Kolar, 
2013), showing almost no empathy for their “victims” (Jonason & Kroll, 2015). 
Psychopaths would also be more impulsive in their risky behaviors compared to 
individuals with the other two dark traits, thinking less about the consequences of 
such behaviors (Jones & Paulhus, 2011). In other words, psychopaths seek status 
through dominating others using a hostile and aggressive tactics and by engaging 
in reckless behaviors. This conceptualization suggests that psychopathy could be 
positively related to communicating a divergent WOM opinion. By challenging 
the consensus in a group, they get the opportunity to dominate the situation by 
using hostile tactics such as force or intimidation. They also get to show their 
boldness by exposing themselves to the risks associated with not conforming to 
the group.
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In addition, individuals with a psychopathic trait are relatively insensitive 
to others’ criticisms, and are drawn to risk, even though it involves what oth-
ers would consider punishment (Foster et  al., 2009). For instance, they might 
engage in risky gambling at the detriment of someone else, even if this involves 
the risk of being punished (Jones, 2014). They are also less likely to care about 
what others think of them (Glenn et al., 2017). This insensitivity to punishment 
and what others think about them, combined with having a dominant, aggressive, 
and risk-seeking approach to status-achievement, might motivate consumers high 
in psychopathy to share their own opinion about luxury products through WOM 
especially when this opinion diverges from the one held by others in the conver-
sational group. In contrast, the absence of such opinion divergence would give 
less opportunity to aggress and dominate other people. Such a situation indeed 
removes the central foundations in psychopathic consumers’ status pursuit. This 
should reduce psychopaths’ motivation to share WOM, presumably leading to a 
negative relationship between psychopathy and intention to share positive WOM 
about luxury products. This leads to the following hypotheses:

H2a In the presence of others’ opinion divergence, psychopathy is positively related 
to intention to share positive WOM.

H2b In the absence of others’ opinion divergence, psychopathy is negatively related 
to intention to share positive WOM.

2.4  Narcissism and divergent others’ opinion

Narcissism is the dark trait mostly associated with status-seeking behavior (Grapsas 
et  al., 2020). A central approach that narcissists use to obtain status is to portray 
themselves as unique (Ohmann and Burgmer, 2016). For instance, they buy exclu-
sive, prestigious, and scarce products to promote a sense of uniqueness (Lee et al., 
2013). They are also more likely to take advantage of product customization solu-
tions to create individualized products for themselves (De Bellis et al., 2016). This 
desire for uniqueness even affects their cognitive processing, leading them to focus 
predominately on differences when making comparisons among people or objects 
(Ohman and Burgmer, 2016). Hence, narcissists should presumably be attracted 
to situations in which they can communicate how they diverge from others. At the 
same time, narcissists are highly sensitive toward environmental cues that convey 
hindrances to their status pursuit (Grapsas et  al., 2020). Such a hindrance would, 
for instance, be a situation in which they could sense a risk of being derogated by 
others, causing an ego threat (Foster et al., 2009). Voicing a divergent opinion in a 
group context would presumably evoke some form of ego threat, in particular when 
the others in the group have a negative opinion. Hence, despite the potential chance 
of achieving status by communicating a positive opinion about luxury products 
that diverges from the dominant one in the reference group, narcissistic consumers 
might be cautious about sharing such WOM. Indeed, Park and Kang (2013) showed 
that narcissism could lead to lower willingness to share WOM when narcissistic 
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consumers fear that it might cause embarrassment or other negative self-presenta-
tional consequences. We expect that such fear of ego-threat would be more domi-
nant than the motive to seek status through divergent opinion sharing, resulting in a 
negative association between narcissism and intention to share positive WOM about 
luxury products in the presence of others’ opinion divergence.

However, when others’ opinion divergence is absent, the risk of ego-threat should 
disappear. In that case, we propose that narcissists’ strong drive to self-promote could 
dominate their behavioral inclinations, leading to a higher intention to share positive 
WOM about luxury products, which would allow them to bask in the approval they 
receive from others. Hence, the following hypothesis is offered:

H3a In the presence of others’ opinion divergence, narcissism is negatively related 
to intention to share positive WOM.

H3b In the absence of others’ opinion divergence, narcissism is positively related to 
intention to share positive WOM.

2.5  Machiavellianism and divergent others’ opinion

Machiavellianism is also associated with status seeking behaviors (Dahling et  al., 
2009). Yet, compared to narcissists, Machiavellian individuals would not seek status by 
trying to impress others (Rauthmann, 2011). They are also less aggressive and impul-
sive than psychopaths (Jones & Paulhus, 2010), and would not seek status by trying 
to dominate others (Rauthmann, 2012). Instead, Machiavellians would engage in more 
“sneaky” social manipulation, using social skills such as bluff or charm to obtain sta-
tus and other personal benefits (Verbeke et al., 2011). This may, for instance, involve 
looking for situations that allow them to cheat without being caught (Shultz, 1993), 
or ingratiate themselves with their bosses in order to hide their mediocre performance 
(Verbeke et al., 2011). They are also more likely to falsely express the same opinions 
as others to make them more likeable with other people (Hogue et al., 2013). Accord-
ingly, Machiavellian individuals prefer to use indirect influence tactics that are difficult 
to detect, often applying positive emotional tactics (e.g., friendliness, flattery) to get 
their will, rather than being straightforward and rational in their attempts to influence 
others (Grams & Rogers, 1990). These characteristics seem incongruent with explicitly 
challenging the consensus in a group, such as when sharing a divergent WOM opinion.

In addition, Machiavellian individuals are generally reluctant to exhibit weaknesses, 
vulnerability, and imperfection to others (Sherry et al., 2006); and, due to their nega-
tivistic and cynical beliefs (Rauthmann & Will, 2011), they often expect negative out-
comes in social interactions. Therefore, they engage in high levels of protective self-
monitoring (Abell & Brewer, 2014) to detect potential threats to their self-interest 
(Jones & Paulhus, 2009). Accordingly, Machiavellian individuals should presumably 
be highly attentive to the potential risks associated with sharing a divergent WOM 
opinion. Machiavellians are also reluctant to take unnecessary risks when the rewards 
are not sufficient (Fehr et al., 1992). Therefore, we expect they would find it safer to 
protect themselves from the risk of sharing WOM rather than exploit the situation for 
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potential status rewards. This reasoning translates into the prediction of a negative rela-
tionship between Machiavellianism and intention to share positive WOM in the pres-
ence of others’ opinion divergence.

In contrast, in the absence of others’ opinion divergence, Machiavellian individuals 
should be less concerned about negative social outcomes. This should remove some of 
their reluctance to share their opinions via WOM. Furthermore, since these individuals 
are less concerned about self-promotion (Rauthmann, 2011), they would not necessar-
ily have a stronger drive than any other type of consumer to give positive WOM. There-
fore, in such a situation, Machiavellianism should be unrelated to intention to share 
WOM. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4a In the presence of others’ opinion divergence, Machiavellianism is negatively 
related to intention to share positive WOM.

H4b In the absence of others’ opinion divergence, Machiavellianism is not related to 
intention to share positive WOM.

3  Methods

3.1  Design and procedure

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a between-subjects experiment by manipu-
lating others’ opinion divergence and assessing the other constructs involved in 
the conceptual model displayed in Fig. 1. We developed a structured online ques-
tionnaire that was administered, in winter 2020, to a sample of 208 U.S. respond-
ents via Amazon’s MTurk (age range: 19–70, MAge = 36.37,  SDAge = 11.23; 47% 
females). Respondents were randomly assigned to one of two others’ opinion 
divergence conditions (absent vs. present) and thus asked to read a scenario that 
varied across these conditions. The scenario asked respondents to imagine that 
they had just received an offer for their dream job and that, to celebrate the event, 
they decided to buy a Rolex watch that they had desired for a long time. Rolex 
watches were chosen as the experimental product stimulus for this the study as 
it is one of the best-known luxury brands (Zhan & He, 2012) that has already 
used in experimental studies on luxury consumption (De Angelis et  al., 2017). 
Next, the scenario asked respondents to imagine that, later that day, they logged 
on to Facebook and scrolled through the news feed, seeing that some of their 
friends were discussing luxury watches. Participants in others’ opinion diver-
gence absent condition read that their friends held positive opinions about Rolex 
watches and mentioned positive aspects of these watches. In contrast, those in the 
others’ opinion divergence present condition read that their friends held nega-
tive opinion about Rolex watches and mentioned negative aspects for this prod-
uct. Next, in both the conditions the scenario asked participants to imagine that, 
a week later, they went to a party where they met some of their Facebook friends 
who were engaged in a conversation about Rolex watches. Afterward, participants 
were asked to indicate their intention to share positive WOM about that luxury 
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product by using four items adapted from Eisingerich et al. (2015) (Table 2). Par-
ticipants’ responses on these items were assessed on a seven-point rating scale 
(1 = extremely unlikely, 7 = extremely likely).

Respondents were then asked to complete the dark triad scale by Jonason and 
Webster (2010), which assessed psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism. 
The scale consisted of twelve items, four for each dark trait, assessed on a seven-
point rating scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Finally, a manipula-
tion check item measured on a five-point scale (i.e., “Based on the situation you 
just read about, how concerned would you be that others at the party would per-
ceive you negatively if you told them about your new Rolex watch?; 1 = not at all 
concerned, 5 = extremely concerned) assessed the ego threat reactions generated 
by the different experimental conditions, as our central assumption was that opin-
ion divergence would cause ego threat among consumers. As expected, partici-
pants in the others’ opinion divergence present condition indicated higher levers 

Table 2  Results of the confirmatory factor analysis

  N = 208,  FL standardized factor loading (all significant at a 0.001 level); CR construct reliability; 
AVE average variance extracted; α Cronbach’s α. Fit statistics: χ2(98) = 254.326, p < .001; χ2/d.f. = 2.595; 
CFI = 0.941; NFI = 0.908; SRMR = 0.063.

Variable FL CR AVE α

Psychopathy 0.90 0.70 0.89
I tend to lack remorse 0.91
I tend to be callous or insensitive 0.90
I tend to not be too concerned with morality or the moral-

ity of my actions
0.89

I tend to be cynical 0.62
Narcissism 0.91 0.73 0.91
I tend to want others to admire me 0.86
I tend to want others to pay attention to me 0.90
I tend to expect special favors from others 0.78
I tend to seek prestige or status 0.87
Machiavellianism 0.89 0.67 0.89
I have used deceit or lied to get my way 0.75
I tend to manipulate others to get my way 0.90
I have used flattery to get my way 0.71
I tend to exploit others towards my own end 0.91
Intention to share positive WOM 0.94 0.80 0.94
How likely is it that you will…
… tell the others about your new Rolex watch? 0.91
… share your opinion about your new Rolex watch 0.92
… recommend the Rolex watch 0.86
… say positive things about the Rolex watch? 0.88
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of ego threat (M = 2.64, SD = 1.33) than those in the others’ opinion divergence 
absent condition (M = 1.88, SD = 1.21; F(1, 206) = 19.02, p < .001).

3.2  Empirical analysis and results

Data were analyzed in two steps. First, we checked our multi-item measures for reli-
ability through a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). Then, we conducted a path 
analysis to investigate the relationships among the relevant constructs. To test our 
three hypotheses, we implemented a multigroup analysis, which implied spitting 
our overall sample of respondents in two subgroups based on the assigned condition 
(absence vs. presence of others’ opinion divergence). Each subgroup comprised 104 
participants.

3.2.1  Measures’ reliability check

We checked the reliability of the measures employed in the study to assess the 
independent and dependent variables using a CFA (Table  1). Taken together, the 
fit statistics were adequate: χ2(98) = 254.326, p < .001; χ2/d.f. = 2.595; CFI = 0.941; 
NFI = 0.908; SRMR = 0.063. Convergent validity for the measurement model is 
ensured since each construct showed satisfactory levels of construct reliability (CR) 

Table 3  Interconstruct 
correlations, means and standard 
deviations

 N = 208; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

1 2 3 4

1. Intention to share 
positive WOM

–

2. Psychopathy 0.15* –
3. Narcissism 0.33*** 0.16* –
4. Machiavellianism 0.07 0.49*** 0.39*** –
M 4.83 2.70 3.23 2.90
SD 1.79 1.50 1.64 1.51

Table 4  Pairwise comparisons of structural parameters across the two others’ opinion divergence condi-
tions

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

Others’ opinion divergence 
absent condition
(n = 104)

Others’ opinion divergence 
present condition
(n = 104)

Pairwise 
coefficient com-
parison

Predictor β β p (z-test)
Psychopathy − 0.28** 0.43*** < 0.05
Narcissism 0.51*** 0.18 < 0.05
Machiavellianism 0.08 − 0.22* < 0.05



 Italian Journal of Marketing

1 3

and average variance extracted (AVE). Also, discriminant validity was ensured since 
AVE indices were higher than 0.50 and, for each construct, the square root of the 
corresponding AVE was higher than the correlation between the construct and any 
other construct included in the model (see Table 3; Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

3.2.2  Path analysis

We conducted a path analysis in which psychopathy, narcissism, and Machi-
avellianism served as the independent variables, while intention to share positive 
WOM was the dependent variable. Taken together, fit statistics were acceptable: 
χ2(1) = 5.448, p = .020; χ2/d.f. = 5.448; CFI = 0.951; NFI = 0.944; SRMR = 0.058. 
The results revealed a nonsignificant relationship between psychopathy (stand-
ardized structural parameter β = 0.12, p = .10) and Machiavellianism (β = − 0.10, 
p = .17), on one hand, and intention to share positive WOM, on the other. Instead, 
there was a significant and positive relationship between narcissism and WOM 
intention (β = 0.33, p < .001) (see Fig.  2, Panel A). This set of findings partially 
supported H1.

A multigroup analysis was conducted to test whether the relationships between 
the three dark triad traits and intention to share positive WOM varied in magnitude 
or significance as a function of whether others’ opinion divergence was absent or pre-
sent, as predicted in our hypotheses (see Fig. 2, Panel B, and Panel C). The multigroup 
analysis compared a constrained model (with invariant parameters across the two sub-
groups) against the unconstrained model (with parameters free to change across the 
subgroups). The fit statistics for the constrained model were: χ2(5) = 37.012, p < .001; 
χ2/d.f. = 7.402; CFI = 0.744; NFI = 0.730; SRMR = 0.120; for the unconstrained model 
these statistics were: χ2(2) = 6.751, p = .034; χ2/d.f. = 3.376; CFI = 0.962; NFI = 0.951; 
SRMR = 0.042. The χ2 difference test between the constrained and unconstrained 
model reached significance (∆χ2(3) = 30.261, p < .001), suggesting that the parameters 
are not invariant across the two experimental conditions. This information, combined 
with a CFI that is higher for the unconstrained model than for the constrained model 
(∆CFI = 0.218 > 0.010; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), led us to conclude that the for-
mer model performed better than the latter one and, thus, the relationships between the 
three dark triad traits and intention to share positive WOM could significantly vary as a 
function of whether others’ opinion divergence was absent or present.

As predicted in H2a and H2b, psychopathy was negatively related to intention 
to share positive WOM in the absence of others’ opinion divergence (β = − 0.28, 
p = .003), and positively related to this intention in the presence of others’ opinion 
divergence (β = 0.43, p < .001). In line with H3b, narcissism was positively related to 
intention to share positive WOM in the absence of others’ opinion divergence (β = 0.51, 
p < .001). However, narcissism was not significantly related to this intention in the pres-
ence of others’ opinion divergence (β = 0.18, p = .064), giving no support to H3a. In 
line with H4a and H4b, Machiavellianism was negatively related to intention to share 
positive WOM when others’ opinion divergence was present (β = − 0.22, p = .028), 
whereas it was unrelated to this intention when others’ opinion divergence was absent 
(β = 0.08, p = .404) (see Fig.  2, Panel B, and Panel C). Table  4 presents the struc-
tural coefficients, regarding the relationships between the three dark traits and WOM 
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intention, as estimated within each of the two experimental conditions (absence vs. 
presence of others’ opinion divergence), along with the respective pairwise comparison 
test. The obtained z-test values were greater than 1.96 (ps < 0.05), thus confirming our 
predictions.

Fig. 2  Multigroup analysis
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4  Discussion

This study examined how the dark triad personality traits relate to consumers’ inten-
tion to share positive WOM about luxury products, and how such relationship varies 
as a function of whether or not the dominant opinion in the conversational group is 
divergent. Our empirical findings revealed that such personality traits play a deter-
mining role and, thus, could be taken into consideration in order to design more 
effective segmentation and targeting strategies.

Contrary to our initial expectations, the results displayed a nonsignificant rela-
tionship between psychopathy and the intention to share positive WOM. This find-
ing suggests that individuals exhibiting psychopathic tendencies may not be signifi-
cantly inclined to engage in positive WOM behaviors. However, it is worth noticing 
that, while the relationship was not statistically significant, the positive beta coef-
ficient suggests a potential trend towards a positive association. This implies that 
further research (e.g., using larger samples) may be required to fully understand 
the potential influence of psychopathy on positive WOM intentions. Similarly, our 
results also revealed a nonsignificant relationship between Machiavellianism and the 
intention to share positive WOM. This finding suggests that individuals character-
ized by a Machiavellian trait may not be significantly motivated to engage in posi-
tive WOM behaviors.

In contrast to psychopathy and Machiavellianism, the analysis uncovered a sig-
nificant and positive relationship between narcissism and the intention to share posi-
tive WOM. This finding suggests that individuals with higher levels of narcissism 
are more likely to engage in positive WOM behaviors. This set of findings align with 
previous research that found narcissism to be associated with self-promotion and 
seeking positive attention from others.

Overall, the differential relationship among the three dark triad traits and WOM 
intention provide valuable insights into the nuanced nature of their influence on con-
sumer behavior. More specifically, our findings showed that consumers with higher 
levels of psychopathy are more likely to share WOM in the presence of others’ opin-
ion divergence, whereas they are less likely to engage in WOM when such opinion 
divergence is absent. Those with higher levels of narcissism are more likely to share 
WOM only when their own opinion is aligned with that of potential recipients in 
a given conversational setting. Instead, narcissism is unrelated to WOM intention 
under the presence of others’ opinion divergence. Finally, consumers with higher 
levels of Machiavellianism are less likely to share WOM when others’ opinion is 
divergent, whereas this dark trait is unrelated to WOM intention when others’ opin-
ion divergence is absent.

4.1  Theoretical implications

This research contributes to literature in three primary ways. First, while previous 
research has focused on narcissism as the sole dark personality trait capable of pre-
dicting consumers’ intention to engage in WOM (Saenger et al., 2013; Taylor, 2020), 
our research is the first to examine how all the three dark triad traits might influence 
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WOM intention. This approach showed that, besides narcissism, also psychopathy 
and Machiavellianism have a role. In particular, the positive effect that emerged for 
psychopathy when others’ opinion in the conversational setting was divergent seems 
relevant in the light of current consumers’ opinion landscape, which is increasingly 
characterized by polarization and divergence (Neubaum & Krämer, 2018). Psy-
chopathy might indeed play a critical role in those conversational settings in which 
speaking up would require confronting others, possibly at the risk of being attacked 
or viewed as less intelligent. Such controversial WOM conversations seem particu-
larly likely to occur for luxury products, as people often hold negative prejudices 
about these products and thus form negative impressions that generate a negative 
public opinion about them (Kyrousi & Theodoridis, 2019). In such situations, con-
sumers with higher levels of psychopathy might serve as advocates for luxury prod-
ucts. This finding might also provide some nuance to the personality theory that 
suggests that psychopathy primarily plays a dysfunctional consumer role (e.g., Egan 
et al., 2015; Harrison et al., 2018; Karampournioti et al., 2018). Instead, psychopa-
thy could play a positive role for luxury marketers seeking to stimulate WOM in 
polarized opinion landscapes.

Second, our research extends current knowledge about WOM sharing in a 
group setting involving divergent opinions (Cascio et al., 2015; Ryu & Han, 2009; 
Schlosser, 2005). The prevailing logic in social influence is that individuals tend to 
conform to the dominant opinion in a group conversation (Cialdini & Goldstein, 
2004). Based on this logic, consumers who hold a divergent opinion within the 
reference group would remain silent to avoid negative social consequences (Glynn 
et al., 1997). Our results showed that this notion should not be taken for granted as 
certain consumers – namely, those higher in psychopathy – might prefer speaking up 
in the presence (as compared to absence) of others’ opinion divergence. This find-
ing contributes to the existing stream of studies (Dayan, 2020; Wien & Olsen, 2014) 
showing that consumers might be more inclined to share WOM in the presence (vs. 
absence) of others’ opinion divergence out of their need for uniqueness. Despite the 
plausibility of such a need for uniqueness account, our results suggest the existence 
of another explanation, based on psychopathy, for consumers’ increased intention to 
share positive WOM about luxury products in conservational settings characterized 
by the presence of others’ opinion divergence.

Third, our research contributes to the research stream on the role of status in shar-
ing WOM about luxury products. Prior studies (Lee et  al., 2019; Loureiro et  al., 
2018) essentially showed that an opportunity to achieve status rewards, in the form 
of prestige, may drive consumers’ intention to share WOM about luxury products. 
As all the three dark traits are logically connected with status, one could argue that 
all these traits might be positively related to WOM. Contrary to this intuition, our 
results showed that the dark triad traits are differently related to WOM intention, 
thus suggesting that status pursuit from giving WOM is a more complex process 
that depends on important individual differences. These individual differences refer 
to the three dark traits, which reasonably impact the particular strategy consumers 
adopt to achieve status and their sensitivity to ego threat in different social contexts.
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4.2  Practical implications

From a practical point of view, our findings offer useful insights for luxury com-
panies. For example, in situations where public opinion tends to be homogeneous, 
and thus opinion divergence tends to be absent, luxury companies could pay par-
ticular attention to narcissistic consumers by assuring them the best luxury product 
experiences possible, in order to encourage them to spread positive WOM. Compa-
nies could also try to encourage WOM among such consumers by using advertising 
messages that appeal to the emotion of pride. Such messages should resonate with 
the narcissists’ status-seeking motive, and as such, trigger these consumers to share 
luxury-based WOM (Septianto et al., 2021). In contrast, in situations where public 
opinion is heterogenous, and thus opinion divergence is present, luxury companies 
should focus on consumers higher in psychopathy by pampering them with posi-
tive luxury product experiences in order to get these consumers to serve as brand 
advocates. Machiavellian consumers are less inclined to share positive WOM when 
opinion divergence is present and seems insensitive to this opportunity when opin-
ion divergence is absent. Therefore, this consumer segment does not seem of par-
ticular relevance to luxury companies interested in promoting WOM among their 
customers.

4.3  Limitations and future research

Our study has some limitations that open avenues for future research. First, our study 
used a scenario-based approach in which the participants had to imagine themselves 
in a hypothetical consumption situation. There is no guarantee that participants’ 
responses to the scenario would be the same as to an equivalent real-world situation. 
Therefore, future studies could try to replicate our results in real or realistic con-
sumption situations. Second, our study could be related to social desirability. Since 
the dark triad traits are related to dysfunctional and norm-breaking behaviors, con-
sumers might be reluctant to identify themselves with such traits. Especially, Machi-
avellians are motivated to act in socially desirable ways (Jones & Paulhus, 2009), 
which might make them disposed to lie on self-report measures of personality. To 
overcome this issue, future studies could adopt peer-ratings of the dark triad instead 
of self-reports. Third, our manipulation-check measure assessed respondents’ ego 
threat reaction to the assigned scenario. Although the assessment of this reaction 
was functional to our theorizing, future research could check whether our manipula-
tion affect respondents’ perception of opinion divergence. Furthermore, in line with 
prior studies that directly assessed perceived ego threat (e.g., Frey-Cordes et  al., 
2020), future research could insert this variable in the model to estimate its possi-
ble impact on consumers’ WOM intention. Fourth, as our study considered luxury 
products, future investigations could assess respondents’ income and use it as con-
trol variable in the statistical analysis. Fifth, as we only focused on positive WOM, 
future research should also study how the dark triad might affect negative WOM in 
a luxury context.
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Future studies could also assess whether the relationship between the dark triad 
traits and WOM activity still holds for non-luxury products, and whether our results 
hold across different countries and, more generally, across distinct cultural contexts. 
Finally, future studies could try to explore cause-effect relationships between the 
dark traits and WOM intention by implementing appropriate experimental tech-
niques that corroborate our findings.
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