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This PhD thesis begins with the premise that a large prisoner
population might worsen concerns such as mental health, social
isolation, and a lack of constructive outlets for creativity, perhaps
leading to the blooming of malevolent creativity.

This thesis includes two key research. The first study is a pilot
study that looks into the association between malevolent creative
activity and particular qualities such as subclinical narcissism,
psychopathy, and Machiavellianism, frequently known as the Dark
Triad, efficacy, and self-worth. This type of behaviour of
malevolence includes lying, playing tricks, and causing purposeful
harm to other people. We proposed to investigate the role that
personality has in deceitful and harmful behavior, as well as to offer
insight into the psychological mechanisms and underlying
motivations that drive people to engage in such conduct.

Simultaneously, in the second stage of the study, we aimed to
investigate impulsivity's connection to malevolent creative
behaviour, going beyond personality traits like psychopathy and
Machiavellianism. Here, we place a great focus on the variations
between the three samples: the experimental group - prison
population the control group — which includes the normal sample and
the police sample.

The overarching aim of this doctoral dissertation is to deepen the
understanding of this complex and multifaceted phenomenon by
examining the relationship between malevolent creativity and
personality traits across multiple population samples. This PhD
thesis is the result of a collaboration between the author and leading
scholars in the field: David Cropley and Corinna Perchtold-Stefan,
whose crucial contributions have expanded the study and increased
its potential effect.



1. Literature overview
1.1. Malevolent creativity

Malevolent creativity has been referred to as “’the dark side—
creativity that is deliberately planned to damage others” (p. 106,
Cropley et al., 2008). The most obvious settings in which malevolent
creativity can be found are in terrorist attacks (September 11, 2001),
in war, and in situations where technological innovation is used to
intentionally harm others in order to secure victory for those using it.

Research has been carried out on a wider variety of samples,
such as prisoners (Bochkova, 2023; Szabo et al., 2022); young
offenders (Barbot et al., 2020); and people displaying abnormal
conduct (Meshkova & Enikolopov, 2020). Nonetheless, it is clear
that most research has concentrated on the general population, with
students receiving special attention (Perchtold-Stefan et al., 2022b;
Kaufman et.al., 2009).

Recent years have seen a sharp increase in research indicating
a strong interest in examining the connections between the DT and
malevolent creativity (Gao et. al., 2022; Bedu-Addo et. al., 2023).

1.2. Dark Triad

Breaking from social norms is a common trait among the
composite personality trait axis named the Dark Triad (DT), which
includes sublinical Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy.
At its core lies callous manipulation (McHoskey, Worzel, Szyarto,
1998). Each characteristic has a specific meaning, and grandiosity,
selfishness, and self-orientation are three characteristics that best
describe narcissism (Raskin & Hall, 1979). Machiavellianism
represents high levels of self-interest, the tendency to take advantage
of others, exhibit manipulative behaviour, and the absence of an
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ethical attitude or behaviour (Christie & Geis, 1970). The
characteristics of psychopathy includes explosive conduct, antisocial
behavior, carelessness about others feelings, and absence or remorse
(Hare, 1983). Paulhus and Williams (2002) were among the first to
identify the constellation of the Dark Triad, noting shared
characteristics.

1.2.1. Machiavellianism

Machiavellians are skilled at advancing their own goals,
frequently at the expense of others, through deceit and manipulation.
Their self-interest pushes them to use deceit and other strategic
behaviours in order to control situations and get what they want.
Machiavellians are distinguished from people who value empathy
and interpersonal relationships in their interactions with others by
their goal-oriented style. Evidence shows that because they are good
at tactics, they can also anticipate actions incoming, like fraud, being
conscious of possible risks and favourable circumstances (Carré,
Jones, Mueller, 2020).

1.2.2. Narcissism

Considering the overall state of narcissism theories, we will
detail the origins and basis of narcissism, which could be helpful in
understanding the mechanism that delays this personality disorder,
which has a lifetime prevalence of 6.2% of the population (Mitra,
Torrico, & Fluyau, 2024).

Narcissism was found to have a negative correlation with
substance dependence in a sample of offenders. In order to preserve
their appearance of moral integrity, narcissists have been observed to
employ moral disengagement techniques like displacement of



responsibility (Navas et al., 2021) and disproportionality of
consequences (Catala & Caparros, 2023).

1.2.3.Psychopathy

Hervey Cleckley, however, provided the first systematic
description of psychopathy when he outlined its key characteristics in
his 1941 book, The Mask of Sanity. In his detailed account, he
defined psychopathy as having (at first, later, twenty-one)
characteristics that are likely to be present in the general population
outside of prison. Cleckley (1941) coined the term "successful
psychopath™ to describe psychopaths who do not engage in antisocial
conduct. The behavioural traits of psychopathy are referred to as the
first factor (social deviance), whereas the emotional deficit is
captured by the second factor (affective/interpersonal).

1.2.4.Subclinical psychopathy

Individuals high in psychopathy exhibit a bias towards using
familiar objects in divergent creativity tests, particularly in contexts
where harm-based tendencies are observed, often displaying a
willingness to engage in criminal behavior within these assessments.

The fact that psychopaths have issues with the legal system is not
surprising (Williams, 2001); research on the subject began with
criminals (Checkley, 1941), and studies have shown that 10% of
psychopaths are incarcerated. Furthermore, research indicates that
they will only get into a physical altercation if they perceive a
physical threat (Jones, Paulhus, 2011a). Psychopathy was the only
Dark Triad trait that Azizli et al. (2016) found to be predictive of
misconduct.



1.2. Self- efficacy

The assessment of one's ability to carry out the necessary actions
to handle future circumstances is the focus of perceived self-efficacy
(Badura, 1982), or it could be considered a "belief in one's capability
to organise and execute the courses of action required to manage
prospective situations” (Bandura, 1997, p. 2). People's choices of
activities and settings are influenced by their sense of self-efficacy,
and any factor that shapes behavior choices can have a big impact on
a person's personal development (Badura, 1978). In one study
(Brezina and Topalli, 2012), it was found that nearly half (48%) of
the prisoners believed they had been "successful” in their criminal
endeavours, indicating a high degree of criminal self-efficacy.

1.3. Self-esteem

According to Rosenberg (1965), self-esteem is the total opinion
or mindset that people have about themselves. Investigating the
correlation between self-esteem and different prison elements, like
thinking errors (Clark, 2020), criminal social identity (Boduszek et
al., 2012), early risk factors for violent offenders (Woessner,
Schneider, 2013), in connection with the locus of control (Blatier,
2000), executive functioning (Baker, Ireland, 2007), offender
attachment styles (Onyedibe, 2011), and coping strategies
(Gudjonsson, Sigurdsson, 2003; Marshall et al., 2003), can also aid
in our comprehension of the cognitive, social, and behavioral
processes of offenders in correctional environments.

Low self-esteem can play a significant role in committing crimes,
but there is no predictive relationship between it and recidivism in an
inmate recidivist sample study (Ghasimbaklo et al., 2014).



1.4. Impulsivity

One of the first definitions of impulsivity is the inability to
restrain inappropriate behaviour, to delay gratification, and to act
thoughtfully (Barratt and Patton, 1983). But another definition
includes a “predisposition towards rapid, unplanned reactions to
internal or external stimuli with diminished regard to the negative
consequences of these reactions to the impulsive individual or to
others”8 (Evenden, 1999). Impulsivity was researched in association
with dark personality traits (Malesza, Ostaszewski, 2016; Jones,
Paulhus, 2011; Malesza, Kalinowski, 2019). A systematic review
(Alford et al., 2020) found that impulsivity is substantially associated
with various characteristics in forensic samples, including
drug/alcohol intake (Davis et al., 2017), brain traumas (Schwartz,
Connolly, & Valgardson, 2017), and sleep problems. Another
systematic study on crime indicated that psychopathy, impulsivity,
and unfavourable childhood experiences contribute to offences
(Tharshini et al., 2021).

2. Pilot study - Personality Traits as Predictors of
Malevolent Creative Ideation in Offenders

2.1. Method
The research was carried out from October 14, 2019 to
February 28, 2020.

2.1.1. Participants

The scales for this study were completed entirely by 130 male
convicts imprisoned at the Oradea Maximum Security Penitentiary.
These criminals have committed a variety of crimes, ranging from
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traffic offences or financial fraud to misdemeanours or even major
felonies like murder. The study included a diverse range of
participants, with reported ages spanning from 21 to 66 years.

2.1.2. Measures

Instruments
Malevolent creativity The Malevolent Creativity Behaviour
Scale (MCBS; Hao et al., 2016) —translated
by us
Dark Triad The Dirty Dozen, developed by Jonason

and Webster in 2010 (The Romanian version
of the Dirty Dozen was translated by Dragos
Iliescu)

Self-esteem The self-esteem scale, Rosenberg, 1965
(translated into Romanian by Avramescu
Razvan, Ana Maria Otel, Turtoi Vlad
Mosoni, Antonia Mara Diaconitid, Daniel
Florea, and Cristina Pavel)

Self-efficacy The self-efficacy scale, Schwarzer and
Jerusalem, 1995 (translated and validated by
Roxana Dimache and Coralia Sulea)

Demographical guestionnaire Developed by us

2.1.3. Hypothesis

We developed eight hypotheses. The first posits that
individuals who received their first sentence between the ages of 16
and 20 will exhibit malevolent creative ideation. The second
hypothesis suggests that inmates serving multiple sentences are more
likely to show such ideation. The third proposes that malevolent
creative ideation is more common among prisoners who have
committed violent offenses. The fourth hypothesis posits that all
forms of malevolent creative ideation will be influenced by
Machiavellianism. The fifth suggests that narcissism will also predict
all types of malevolent creative ideation. The sixth hypothesis states
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that psychopathy will predict malevolent creative ideation, while the
seventh and eighth suggest that self-esteem and self-efficacy,
respectively, will have an impact on it as well.

2.2. Results

Our findings align with the research conducted by Paulus and
Willam (2002), confirming the existence of linkage between all three
DT traits. The first hypothesis results revealed a statistically
significant difference at the p <.05 level in scores related to harming
others across the three age groups: F (2, 126) = 6.11, p =.003.

The second hypothesis, scores for hurting people varied
significantly between the four groups at the p <.05 level: F (3, 126) =
6.84, p <.001.

The initial multiple regression model effectively predicted
malevolent creative ideation related to hurting people, as evidenced
by a statistically significant outcome, F(5, 124) = 10.04, p <.001,
with an R2 0f29. Among the variables considered, only
Machiavellianism contributed significantly to the prediction (p
<.001) (as shown in table 1a).
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Table 1a: Standard Multiple Regression — Malevolent Creative

Ideation (Hurting People)

Malevolent B 95% Cl for B SEB B R2 AR?

Creative Ideation

(Hurting People)

LL UL
Model 29 P

Constant 2.37 -2.79 7.53 2.61
Machiavellianism 26*** .16 .38 .06 43
Psychopathy 11 -01 .24 .07 .16
Narcissism .01 -.09 A1 .05 .01
Self-Esteem -.05 -21 A1 .08 -.05
Self-Efficacy -.05 -.18 .08 .07 -.06

With a statistically significant result of F(5, 124) = 5.63, p
<.001, and an R2 of.18, the second multiple regression analysis
successfully predicted malevolent creative ideation related to lying.
Self-efficacy (p <.05) and Machiavellianism both significantly
influenced (as shown in table 1b) the prediction (p <.001).
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Table 1b: Standard Multiple Regression — Malevolent Creative
Ideation (Lying)
Malevolent Creative B 95% Cl for B SEB B R2 AR?
Ideation (Lying)

LL UL
Model 18 .15***

Constant -1.56 -6.00 2.87 2.24

Machiavellianism 17 .07 .26 .05 .34
Psychopathy .07 -.05 17 .06 A1
Narcissism -01 -.10 .07 .04 -.02
Self-Esteem .03 -11 a7 .07 .04
Self-Efficacy A1* .00 .26 .06 18

2.3. Discussion

Our results only partially supported the notion that prisoners
who start their criminal careers early (16-20 years old) will display
more of the previously mentioned behaviour, at least for the hurting
people subscale of malevolent creative ideation.

The second hypothesis was supported for the hurting people
subscale of malevolent creative ideation in association with the
greater number of offences committed, possibly because they are
forced to cohabit with others who have committed the same or worse
crimes, and they will unavoidably learn from others who have
greater expertise in rule-breaking due to pressure and social learning
circumstances. Aker's social learning theory posits that criminal
behavior is acquired through social interactions and reinforcement
mechanisms (Watt et al., 2004; Huesmann et al., 2011; Felson, Lane,
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2009; Akers, 2002; Akers, 2019; Akers, 2017; Tittle et al., 2012;
Cochran et al., 2016; Armstrong, 2017).

Our next hypothesis was only partially supported because
Machiavellianism was found to be predictive of lying and hurting
others through malevolent creative ideation. Machiavellians can
weaken their competitors and bolster their own sphere of influence by
disseminating false information or tricking others (O’Hair et al.,
1981; Hart et al., 2019; McLeod & Genereux, 2008).

3. Enlightment of the darkness, the relationship
between malevolent creativity, personality traits and
impulsivity

3.1. Method

The current study's participants were chosen from three
different categories: Oradea Maximum-Security Penitentiary inmates
serving their sentences, Romanian citizens, and police officers
employed by the penitentiary of Oradea. Data from the adult sample
was all gathered simultaneously between March 2022 and January
2024.

3.1.1.Participants

A total of n = 368 male participants made up the final sample
for our study. These participants included 140 prisoners (average age
M = 36.44, standard deviation SD = 10.79), 122 police officers
(average age M = 34.25, SD = 7.69), and 106 members of the general
public (average age M = 30.20, SD = 12.42). Data from the adult
sample was all gathered simultaneously between March 2022 and
January 2024.
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3.1.2. Measures

Instruments

The Malevolent Creativity
Behaviour Scale (MCBS; Hao et al.,
Malevolent creativity 2016) —translated by us

Malevolent Creativity Test
(Perchtold-Stefan  et. al. 2021a;
translated by us)

Machiavellianism MACH 1V Scale (Christie & Geis,
1970; translation by Gavreliuc et al.,
2009)

Psychopathy Hare PCL-R (Hare, 1991, 2003;

translated by loan Tia and Daniela
lliescu in 2013, also Dragos Iliescu,
loan Tia, and Laura Mohorea)

Impulsivity BIS-11 (Patton et al., 1995; also see
Stanford et al., 2009; translated by Ana
Toma)

Demographical questionnaire Developed by us

3.1.3. Hypothesis

In contrast to the pilot study, in which eight specific
hypotheses were formulated, no explicit hypotheses were
conceptualized for the main study of this doctoral dissertation. Given
that the pilot research was guided by clearly defined hypotheses, a
more flexible approach to data analysis was adopted in the major
study to allow for the identification of novel associations between
malevolent creativity and variables such as Machiavellianism,
psychopathy, and impulsivity, incorporating two distinct measures of
malevolent creativity. The study deliberately set aside preliminary
assumptions in order to enable a deeper exploration of emergent
correlations among the examined variables across the three
investigated samples.
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3.2. Results

Data revealed that groups under examination varied
significantly in their Machiavellianism scores, with police officers
scoring considerably higher than prisoners (F2,365 = 3.60, p =.028,
np?> = 0.02). In particular, the mean Machiavellianism score was
higher for police officers than for prisoners (p =.039).

The groups differed significantly in terms of overall
impulsivity (F2,365 = 23.28, p <.001, np?> = 0.11). The p values of
the general public and police officers were both.157, whereas the p
values of prisoners were higher than those of non- prisoners (p's
<.001).

Particularly, compared to police officers (p <.001) and, to a
lesser degree, the general population (p =.064), prisoners reported a
higher level of malevolent creativity behavior (on MCBS) in their
daily lives. The study found that prisoners reported a higher level of
malevolent creative behavior aimed at harming people (p =.003)
compared to police officers. In addition, compared to police officers
(p <.001) and the general public (p=.004), prisoners reported
participating in more malevolent creative behavior related to lying.
Furthermore, when comparing the MCBS subscale of playing tricks
between prisoners and police officers, the former reported
significantly higher malevolent creativity behavior in this area (p
=.001), while the latter showed no significant difference from the
former (p =.153). Interestingly, compared to police officers, the
general public reported more lying on the MCBS (p <.001; F2,365 =
25.85, p <.001, np? = 0.12). Police officers and the general public did
not significantly differ in their use of playing tricks (p =.436; F2,365
=5.79, p=.003; np> = 0.03).

Interestingly, the Malevolent Creativity Test (MCT) revealed
no significant group differences regarding the willingness to
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participate in malevolent creativity, either in relative terms (F2,365 =

0.68, p =.508, np* < 0.01) or absolute terms (no/yes; X2 = 0.36, p
=.836).

Figure 1. Group differences for total malevolent creativity behavior as self-reported on the
MCBS (A), for malevolent creativity engagement on the MCT (B), and for total malevolent
creativity potential on the MCT (C).
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Through ANOVA analysis, a significant group difference in
total malevolent creativity potential was found (F2,282 = 3.45, p
=.033, np* = 0.02). In particular, when participants were compared
between groups, the results showed that prisoners performed worse
on the Malevolent Creativity Test (MCT) than police officers did (p
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=.046), but there was no significant difference between the prison
population and the general population (p =.839).

Table 2. Anova results for group differences in different aspects of
malevolent creativity

Police General

Prisoners officers population Anovaresults
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) df  Error F p np?
152 <00
Total Score 9.20 (7.00) 474 (5.58) 7.19 (6.87) 5 1 0.08
Malevolent .
Creativity Hurting 2.94 (3.60) 1.67 (2.62) 2.60 (3.60) a% . 0®
Behavior
(MCBS) Lying 3.89 (3.28) 151 (2.01) 2.71 (2.49) %58 <00 o1
2 365 5 1
Tricks 2.38 (2.04) 156 (1.73) 1.88 (2.13) 579 003 003
Engagement (%) 42.14 47.13 43.08 0.68 508 <0.0
(35.62) (37.34) (35.18) 1
Malevolent
Creativity Total Score 0.95 (1.40) 1.46 (1.58) 1.06(1.22) 345 033 002
Performan ce
(MCT)
Malevolence 1.09 (0.80) 1.11 (0.80) 1.07 (0.76) 2’ 007 931 <00
1
Originality 0.91 (0.66) 1.10 (0.78) 0.98 (0.68) 181 166 001

Further analyses revealed that although there were significant
differences in the overall MC score, with no group differences in
MCT originality (F2,282 = 1.81, p =.166, np* = 0.01) or MCT
malevolence (F2,282 = 0.07, p =.931, np? < 0.01). It was shown a
positive association between the total malevolent creativity behavior
with the length of sentences (r = 0.18, p = 0.037), the number of prior
incarcerations (r = 0.30, p < 0.001), and the number of crimes
committed (r = 0.32, p < 0.001). The length of a prison sentence is
negatively correlated (r = -0.23, p = 0.022) with total malevolent
creativity potential. Malevolent creativity behavior was found to be
more prominent among prisoners serving sentences for theft
(p = 0.018 compared to murder, p = 0.003 compared to drug-related
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crimes, p < 0.001 compared to traffic-related crimes, p < 0.001
compared to deception/bribery) and robbery (p = 0.058 compared to
drug- related crimes, p = 0.017 compared to traffic-related crimes, p
= 0.017 compared to deception/bribery). Malevolent creative
behavior and Machiavellianism showed a negative correlation (r = -
0.09 to -0.17).

Figure 2. Differences for prisoner subgroups for (A) malevolent creativity behavior, (B), malevolent
creativity engagement, and (C) total malevolent creativity potential.
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On the other hand, characteristics of impulsiveness and
psychopathy exhibited positive correlations (ranging from 0.14 to
0.53). Psychopathy (factor 1: r = 0.13, total: r = 0.11) and attentional
impulsiveness (r = 0.13) were found to be correlated with willingness
to engage in malevolent creativity on the Malevolent Creativity Test
(MCT). there was a negative correlation (ranging from -0.19 to -
0.24) between malevolent creativity potential and Machiavellianism,
indicating that people with higher levels of Machiavellian traits may
have a lower potential for malevolent creativity.

All personality traits showed positive correlations with MCT
malevolence, with the exception of nonplanning impulsiveness
(correlations ranging from 0.15 to 0.19).

3.3. Discussion

We discover that, when compared to police officers and the
general public, prisoners reported higher scores on the Malevolent
Creativity Behavior Scale (MCBS) lying subscale. MC potential and
MC behavior were found to be negatively correlated, confirms that
MC potential could be a necessary condition for participating in MC
behavior, highlighting the importance of Hunter et al.'s malevolent
innovation transformation framework (2022).

There is evidence that supports our findings that police
officers scored the lowest among the three samples for malevolent
creative behaviour in daily life. According to our results
counted for Machiavellianism, this finding is supported by other
studies; police officers scored higher on Machiavellianism compared
to inmate offenders, which is consistent with the differences in
Machiavellianism that were observed in other studies conducted with
police officers (Semrad, Scott-Parker, 2019; Anatolyevich, and
Aleksandrovna, 2020). Also, impulsivity varies between samples,
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with the prisoner sample having a higher level of impulsivity (Janse
et al., 2022; Prihodova et al., 2023).

Younger prisoners’ greater propensity for misconduct within
correctional facilities may help explain why, in the present study,
younger inmates exhibited higher levels of malevolent creative
behavior (Gryphon & Hepburn, 2006; McReynolds & Wasserman,
2008; Walters & Schlauch, 2008; Camp et al., 2003) and were more
frequently subjected to disciplinary actions (Tewksbury et al., 2014).
These findings are consistent with the broader literature identifying
early age as a static risk factor predictive of recidivism (Papp et al.,
2018; Goodley et al., 2021; Grieger & Hosser, 2013; Caudy et al.,
2013; Labrecque et al., 2014).

Numerous studies have established a positive association
between Machiavellianism and malevolent creativity (Jonason et al.,
2017; Geng et al., 2024; Jia et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2022). However,
in contrast to these findings, the present study identified an
unexpected negative correlation between Machiavellianism and
malevolent creativity within the examined samples.

Furthermore, the results of this study corroborate prior research
demonstrating a positive relationship between psychopathy, as a
component of the Dark Triad, and malevolent creativity (Jonason et
al., 2017; Geng et al., 2024; Jia et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2022; Japp,
2023; Batey et al., 2022).

4. Conclusions

This study constitutes a pioneering contribution to
psychological research within the Romanian judicial and correctional
systems, addressing a significant gap in the existing literature on
malevolent creativity among incarcerated individuals and
correctional staff. The rising prevalence of dysfunctional behavior in
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prison settings—and its demonstrable impact on recidivism—
underscores the urgency of this issue, which carries substantial
implications for both societal welfare and economic stability.

The findings presented in these two studies meaningfully
extend the current body of knowledge on malevolent behavior.
Across both investigations, incarcerated individuals consistently
reported higher levels of malevolent creative behavior in everyday
contexts, particularly on the Lying subscale. This pattern suggests
that such behavior may, to some extent, serve as an adaptive strategy
within the prison environment, potentially facilitating access to
various privileges or material resources during incarceration.

Maybe because prisoners are good at deception detection, they
are also masters at deception making, although they perform worse
when it comes to identifying the truth (Hartwig et al., 2004).

The relevance of these findings lies in their potential
applications within risk assessment, clinical practice, and
intervention strategies aimed at managing impulsive behavior and
associated difficulties among individuals exhibiting dark personality
traits. A nuanced understanding of malevolent creative behavior and
its consequences is essential for informing future efforts, particularly
those focused on the development of targeted therapeutic approaches
and rehabilitation programs that address the underlying
psychological and social drivers of criminal conduct.
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