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1. ABSTRACT 
 

Multiple studies throughout the years have provided a glimpse of the Dark Triad personality traits, with 

very few having related to its strong influence on consumption and susceptibility, especially in the world 

of luxury brands. This dissertation aims to fill a gap, by using empirical research to study how the Dark 

Triad traits influence consumer susceptibility. Unpacking this relationship is crucial for ensuring consumer 

protection and creating an ethical marketing practice. In addition, contributing to the worlds of both 

Marketing and Psychology. The increased interest on the deep dive of Machiavellians, Narcissism and 

Psychopathy have led to a grave desire to unlock and unpack whether these traits do indeed affect the 

susceptibility to fall for unethical marketing strategies. The coalition of data was gathered through an online 

survey, with 82 participants willingly and anonymously answering 30 quantitative questions that were able 

to collate all variables- demographic data, the dark triads, with 4 questions for each trait. Luxury 

consumption in general and the levels of both purchase and tactics; last but not the least, susceptibility to 

unethical marketing. Three statements for each appeal were provided to respondents to see whether they 

will be persuaded by the proposition of scarcity, exclusivity and dominance. A correlation between the 

Dark triad traits and consumer susceptibility to unethical Marketing strategies is undoubtable however the 

results from this research have also showcased the complexities that should be taken into account in order 

to exactly and accurately measure intensity of the relationship. The findings of this dissertation could further 

jump start future research that would like to go more in depth into the exact quantifiable levels between the 

traits and susceptibility in comparison to individuals without them.  
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2. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Dark Triad, devised by Canadian psychologists Delroy L. Paulhus and Kevin M.  Williams (2002) 

described the term as “cluster of three negative personality traits- Machiavellianism, narcissism and 

psychopathy- overlapping but distinct”. Although the concept of the dark triad has proven to aid in 

understanding the undesirable behaviors some psychologists have openly questioned or ridiculed the 

purpose of grouping them together while others have suggested in adding another trait- sadism and rounding 

it up into a tetrad. The rebuttal has been that all three traits fall under the same quadrant that depict both 

hostility and dominance when located on an interpersonal circumplex. Furthermore, the foundation of the 

traits is showcased by Delroy and Kevin to be aggressiveness, self-promotion, emotional coldness, and 

duplicity. Psychologist Susan Albers, PsyD states that an interesting aspect is that “the behaviors are 

happening behind the scenes, and you can easily miss them if you are not attuned” which is why in-depth 

research is required in order to understand and correlate between consumer susceptibility and the triad in 

the world of luxury. 

The consumer patterns of individuals with and without the dark traits vary.  

Machiavellianism is characterized by deceitfulness, manipulativeness and a huge ideology of seeing people 

as a means to an end. Devious, scheming, and opportunistic are also seen as synonyms to Machiavellianism. 

A theory by Italian writer Niccolò Machiavelli is viewed in a more political light- “actions of treachery are 

permissible if the goal is to attain political power”.  

Consumers with an intensely high level of this trait have a likelihood of not just exploitation of deals and 

deceiving sellers but also rationalizing these despicable acts. (Ahmad et al. 2022). 

As a result of their calculated mindset the ways in which they are influenced by immoral marketing tactics 

will be different compared to an individual with higher narcissism or psychopathy. 

Havelock Ellis in 1898 identified narcissism as a mental disorder. It is explained to be an addiction or rather 

delusion to grave self-importance. Similar to Machiavellianism exploitation is also a word that comes up. 

Consumers possessing narcissism are said to seek out luxury as it plays well into their fantasy of grandeur 

and exclusivity. They are more likely to fall into the strategic traps set by luxury brands and even engage 

as it aligns and signals status and aura of superiority. Narcissists showcase their affluence as a self-

presentational tactic. Carefully picked materialistic items portray one as unique and special. (Claire M Hart 

et al., Constantine Sedikides et al. 2014). It is unsurprising that this trait is associated with materialism 

(Sedikides et al. 2011).  
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Psychopathy is described as a set of dysfunctional tendencies. (Karin Akre, 2025). A lack of empathy and 

detachment allows them to be highly manipulative. The early description and publication of the disorder 

that is countlessly gone back to is a deep dive by a psychiatrist in 1941- The mask of Sanity: An attempt to 

reinterpret the so-called psychopathic personality by Harvey M. Cleckley. The lack of empathy may be 

projected in their impulsiveness. Psychopaths may be more susceptible to unethical methods that prey on 

urgency or suppression of immediate desire. (Yousaf, Tani and Khan 2022).  

 

The birth of the triad was in the field of psychology, but it has now transcended multiple disciplinary 

boundaries and is researched heavily from the fields of sociology to that of marketing which would be the 

lens as to which this research would focus on. Academics in the world of Marketing have delved headfirst 

into figuring out the connection between personality traits on the sub-groups of marketing ranging from 

perception of brands to consumer patterns and a lot of published analytical work has been able to unravel 

the eternal link between psychology and marketing. While much research is available on consumer 

susceptibility there has been a visible gap when it comes to the darker personality traits especially- 

Machiavellianism and psychopathy and how they may influence the intensity or level of susceptibility of 

consumers to unethical marketing strategies. The focus of this research is on luxury brands as it provides 

fertile ground for unethical behaviors and marketing strategies. 

This dissertation intends to examine and explore through empirical research the theoretical ties between the 

Dark Triad traits-Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy, their susceptibility to specific unethical 

luxury marketing strategies. With the hope to encourage ethical considerations and contribute to both fields- 

Marketing and Psychology.  

 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

As of 20205 the Luxury good market amounts to US $471.49 billion it is also expected to rise by up to 

about 3% as of 2030. This market is dependent on perception of value that more often than not goes far 

beyond the actual functionality of either product or service. The strategies that have been set in place to 

keep this machine rolling often reside in a morally grey area- such as playing into the tactics of social 

dominance, appeals to scarcity, one-of-one, exclusivity, all that could fall under psychological 
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manipulation. Consumption patterns have always been shaped by understanding the psychology of 

consumers. Psychopathy, Machiavellianism and Narcissism- the Dark Triads that seem awfully familiar to 

the use of triads in witches have been relevant but uncharted grounds to many. However, this review will, 

while highlighting the existing research delve deeper and narrow down the generic idea by attaching each 

trait to a predicted type of unethical marketing strategy that heightens its susceptibility.   

  

3.1 Dark Triad Traits 

3.1.1 Psychopathy 

A consumer with high levels of psychopathy will most likely be fueled by sensations of power, and a deep 

desire for indulgence and satisfaction. 

3.1.2 Narcissism  

A consumer with high levels of narcissism will be driven by self-glorification in order to inflate their already 

big, misguided view of themselves. A prestigious façade. 

3.1.3 Machiavellianism 

A consumer of high levels of Machiavellianism views the world as the main character of a gameshow that 

s/he needs to win this does not exclude how they operate as consumers. Tactics that involve acquiring 

multiple resources or moving onto new levels without heeding to the disadvantages will surely sway them.  

3.2 Unethical Luxury Marketing Strategies  
There is a plethora of strategies that marketers have set in place to appeal to people from all walks of life, 

and within that there is a percentage that is unethical. Strategies set in place solely to leverage certain biases 

using persuasive tactics that people with specific traits are more likely to blindly fall for. Not to excuse the 

behaviors that individuals with dark triad portray, never, but to also shine a light on the role that 

cooperation’s play. A few examples of such unethical appeals are: appeals to exclusivity, appeals to 

manipulation and dominance and lastly, appeals to scarcity. 
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3.3 Appeals 

3.3.1 Appeals to Manufactured Exclusivity   
Vigneron and Johnson (2004) delve into the difference between personal appeals that leverage on hedonism 

and the extended self, and non-personal appeals that put more weights on the uniqueness, awareness of 

perception and functionality.  

Amatulli and Guido (2012) both highlight the dissimilarities of internalized facets of luxury and 

externalized aspects that include hedonism(greed) and culture. The product or service is only available for 

a select few- deemed worthy of possessing. The ownership of this product is a marker of a class beyond the 

majority. 

 

3.3.2 Appeals to Manipulation & Dominance  

A little distinction from exclusivity is that this is clear power served on a plate, unlike exclusivity that can 

be more on the subtle side. The appeals to dominance reside in the ownership of a certain item, this will 

provide an authority and hand over others. Having a grave separation from the flock and becoming the 

leader rather than having the mere desire to just join the “elite” flock. In advertisements this is usually 

depicted as showing up and conquering a quest with control and might. In addition, more likely than not 

strong underlining aggressive tones line the scene. This will be most effective with individuals that have a 

high need to conquer.  

 

3.3.3 Appeals to Scarcity  

Naturally something is ignited in the human brain that makes certain things we can not attain more valuable. 

The story of the “forbidden fruit” is a tune that will never stop being in a loop. Luxury brands know this 

well and actively utilize it in all steps. Messaging in advertising that highlight the buzz words of “limited”, 

“restricted”, “numbered” appeal heavily into people’s FOMO (fear of missing out). Majority of the time 

that is definitely not the case and there is much abundance in stock but these words incite a craze and a 

sense of urgency to acquire skipping any rational steps or evaluation. (Brock, 1968) Scarce makes it more 

valuable.  

The susceptibility of consumers to these unethical tactics is not necessarily random, rather it is swayed by 
personality. 
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3.4 Literature Reviews  

A vast majority of research both in the fields of Marketing and especially Psychology have been done in 

regards to the Dark Triad Traits, Consumption psychology and the relation between the two disciplines. 

We would now go deep into the archives of precedent research that have inspired the creation and 

formulation of this particular topic- “The influence of Dark Personality Traits and Unethical Luxury 

Marketing Strategies on Consumer Susceptibility”. 

 

In order to unravel the depth of the knowledge that has been acquired multiple modules of research have 

been done, ranging from traditional reviews to meta-analysis and critical reviews. All to make sense of the 

unending questions and fill in gaps that previous works did not. Most of the works that have been gone 

through in this research do have a heavier undertone of psychology than Marketing as the understanding of 

the personality traits is required in order for a link to be made. However, the research done by Marketers to 

understand consumer behavior and organizational behavior was not neglected or overlooked.  

Perspectives on Psychological Science by Muris et al. (2017) with approximately 1040 citations is a 

thoroughly composed metal-analysis and critical review of the malevolent side of human nature, a lens on 

the dark triad traits- Narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism. Using a microscope over nit just the 

interrelations between the traits but how are projected in male and female. Furthermore, it explores the 

typical personality factors and their links. The last objective is the psychosocial correlation, if any. The 

study exposes the gender the dark triads show up in more- male, the links to the big Five personality- 

predominantly agreeableness and the association with negative psychosocial circumstances.  

 

Personality and Individual Differences/ ABDC-A by Moor and Anderson (2019) with 184 citations in the 

realm of personality psychology, centralizes the dark traits of personality and antisocial behaviors. This 

systematic literature review dives into unpacking how the traits of sadism, Machiavellianism, narcissism, 

and psychopathy are in relation to online behavior. After conducting further research with 26 studies to go 

across the authors realized that the traits are related to internet use disorder, cyber loafing, cyber bullying, 

the dissemination of explicit imagery and much more. It concluded with psychopathy being at the forefront 

while Machiavellianism and sadism followed suit.  
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Frontiers in Psychology, following a traditional review by Cisek et al. (2014). Although the title may seem 

otherwise the research explores both narcissism and consumer behavior. By providing the building blocks 

for a further methodological point it bridges the ways in which the narcissistic eye influences and alters 

consumer purchase behavior. An experimental paradigm and preliminary results reported showcased the 

underlining theories and answers as to how the process of the narcissistic eye works. Marketing, consumer 

behavior, personality and advertising are also tackled.  

 

Current Opinion in Psychology by Sedikides and Hart (2022) with 32 citations focuses on consumer 

psychology with a narrowing on conspicuous consumption.  

 

A hybrid systematic review in the field of Marketing compiled data from 2002-2023 and published in 2024 

that gathered significant insights on the correlation between the Dark triad traits in Marketing and 

consumerism. Fateh Mohd khan et al. (2024) utilized over 245 articles that cited the theories, contexts and 

methods, cited productivity of publication and influence on the field, generated various research using Web 

of science and Scopus, condensed a massive amount of literature into a gold mine of information, that will 

go down in history. This research may not exist without this publication as it clearly highlighted the gaps 

that needed to be filled in this discipline in order to advance the study of both Marketing and Psychology.  

 

Investigating Consumer Ethical beliefs, Gala et al. (2023), using the four dimensions of beliefs in consumer 

ethics as a yard stick, it digs into philosophies of individuals moral compasses using surveys to generate 

responses. Narcissism and Machiavellianism were analyzed as the dark personality scales that are a driving 

force in decreasing consumer ethics.  

 

Shah, Webster and Kour (2023), answer the question- “Do consumers engage in a consumption activity 

with the primary motivation of publicizing it on social media?” How far are people willing to go because 

of perception and validation through being media centric. Narcissism is without a shadow of doubt in the 

center of the answer to this question and this research shows the varying levels of how narcissism enhances 

propensity to participate.  
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Conspicuous consumption in Chinese young adults: The role of dark tetrad and gender. Through the method 

of convenience sampling, Zhu, Geng, Pan and Shi (2022) add onto the conversation of the links between 

blatant luxury purchases and socially aversive personalities, specifically the dark tetrad which includes, 

sadism, narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy. Hedonism, status demonstration and much more 

are the assigned motives that are prevalent. Furthermore, an added variable to be tested was gender. 

Unpopular to mass belief, there was no difference in regards to gender and conspicuous consumption. The 

findings showed that minus narcissism the higher the other dark tetrad traits created a likelihood of 

ostentatious and conspicuous purchase.  

 

Riquelme and Roman (20023), studied the appraisal theory and applied it to the existing thesis conducted 

on the dark triads. They concluded on the role that Machiavellianism plays in influencing, subconsciously 

or consciously the perception of ambiguous pricing online.  

“Consumer ethics: An empirical investigation of ethical beliefs of Austrian consumers”, Rawwas (1996). 

As of 1996 research was most definitely limited, not just topic wise but also geographically, this research 

opens the doors of some sort as it investigates consumers from Lebanon and Egypt. A goal of filling up the 

gap, in addition understanding the preferred ethical ideologies and intensity levels of Machiavellianism. It 

also brings in new untapped waters of the effects of terrorism and unrest on the number of individuals with 

Machiavellianism.  

 

In conclusion, the integration of multiple researchers and their hard work in ensuring there is as much 

literature out there has not gone unnoticed. However, there are still visible cracks that this research hopes 

to fill. Past theoretical frameworks have approached the Dark triad traits with a more summated view or 

have unpacked its association with consumption generally, thereby overlooking the unethical marketing 

strategy to direct trait coalition. This dissertation intends to fill in that particular gap.  
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4. METHODOLOGY  
Coercion, self-glorification and the promotion for individualism and otherness have been the name of the 

game in marketing arguably from inception. Oldford and Bova (2018) in ‘Manipulation in Marketing: How 

Its Used and How to Use it Ethically’, had stated “If you own a business, manipulation is part of what you 

do”. This essay not only recognizes the existence of manipulation in marketing but also provide ways in 

which you can ‘ethically’ manipulate your customers. An oxymoron to say the least, but that has become a 

sort of truth in this field.  Etymologists have stated the first view of the word ‘marketing’ was in the 

sixteenth century and was a derivation from Mercatus in Latin which referred to a merchant or marketplace, 

by 1897 the process of advertising and sales had naturally blended into the definition of ‘marketing’. 

Although, it may not have been from ‘inception’, manipulative strategies have been utilized to stimulate 

demand. There is a heavy concern and critique for the morality and exploitation of psychological sensitivity 

that goes into consumer politics. Unpacking this relationship is not only crucial to ensure consumer 

protection but also creating a culture of morally and ethically marketing practices.  

 

‘The Influence of Dark Triad Personality Traits and Unethical Luxury Marketing Strategies on Consumer 

Susceptibility’-this dissertation seeks to investigate the correlation between The Dark Triad traits- 

Narcissism, Machiavellianism and Psychopathy and consumer susceptibility to luxury marketing tactics.  

The main objectives of this study include- (a) examine the influence of unscrupulous persuasive Marketing 

strategies such as manipulation, scarcity and exclusivity on consumer purchase. (b) In the context of Luxury 

brands, to measure how DTT shape vulnerability. (c) provide practical recommendations for luxury brand 

marketers on balancing ethical responsibility and effective persuasiveness.  
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4.1 Hypothesis 

4.1.1 Exclusivity and Narcissism  

Individuals higher in narcissism are more likely to be susceptible to exclusivity-based marketing schemes. 

As mentioned previously, at the core of narcissism personality disorder is the desired perception of 
otherness, in a sense- grandiose indulgence in oneself. An exclusive item purchased is a clear view to others 
on how far above they are. Having access to a one in a few serves perfectly into the storyline they deem fit 
for themselves as it plays into the narrative that they are not and should not be treated or seen as regular 
folk. Exclusivity marries very well with narcissism. A plaque they can physically hold that is a constant 
reminder to others, not to themselves though -as they need no reminder that they are better than all of the 
masses. For narcissist the actual functionality or worth of the product is a secondary if not tertiary issue, 
the main intention is, does this item elicit validation and social recognition? 

  

4.1.2 Dominance /Manipulation and Psychopathy  

Individuals higher in psychopathy are more likely to be susceptible to aggressive/ manipulative marketing. 

Narcissist are in search for validation and admiration, on the other hand, consumers with high levels of 
psychopathy seek dominance and power which manifests in them following and falling for morally grey 
marketing strategies that are catered to climbing the ranks and earning social capital and supremacy. The 
thrill that comes with ads promising subservience from others really draws them in. Due to their lack of 
empathy, the consequences of their actions and harm it causes as a result of manipulative tactics and 
messaging from the advertisements does not sway them. Marketing strategies that highlight the desire for 
raw power will undoubtedly be appealing.  

 

4.1.3 Scarcity and Machiavellianism  

Individuals higher in Machiavellianism are more likely to be susceptible to scarcity marketing. 

Unlike the other two traits, emotional appeal will not work as much as they are more susceptible to a 
strategic purchase that puts them at a higher standard due to its rarity. The uniqueness of the possession 
would place them at advantageous statuses because of the complexity of obtaining it which competitors in 
professional settings would most likely acknowledge. As a result of their ability to decipher manipulative 
intent they are aware of unethical strategies but would voluntarily follow because of the benefits and 
hierarchy climbing. They sense value and would do anything to acquire it.   
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4.2 Overview of Methods of Investigation  

An exploration of the relevant methods of investigation is required. An in-depth analysis on qualitative 

research methods, quantitative research methods and mixed methods research would be conducted to 

determine which will fit this analysis better.  

 

4.2.1 Qualitative Research 

The main objective of a qualitative research is to answer the ‘how’ and ‘why’, in most cases a well detailed 

thought out understanding of social phenomenon and overall human behavior solely focusing on the view 

of respondents. This method puts a lot more weight on the comprehensiveness of research. Characteristics 

include, subjectivity, contextual understanding, rich data, flexibility and it is exploratory in nature.  

 

Methods of Qualitative Research  

1)Focus groups: A structured facilitation of respondents in order for them to open up about their opinions 

and/or experience.  

Example- Gathering restaurant customers and asking them on the service.  

2) Case Studies: An extensive examination of a topic. 

Example- Examine the impact of understanding a child’s VARK.  

3)Interviews: A one-on-one dialogue with the participant to gauge their understanding on a topic or ask 

questions. 

Example- Interviewing Marketers on the success of their product or service.  

4)Ethnography: A researcher’s immersion into a particular group social or cultural norm.  

Example- Exploring an indigenous groups language for a long periodic time through fieldwork.  
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The advantages of following through with this method is the flexibility and very rich insights that come 

with it is very detail oriented. On the other hand, it is not very time conscious as everything that is good 

most take time. A very lengthy process that some investigators with deadlines may not want to risk. In 

addition, the generalizability hinders the view of the findings in an international scale.  

 

4.2.2 Quantitative Research 

An objective way to understand and generate a greater understanding of the social world. Focuses on not 

understanding respondents’ perspective necessarily, rather quantifying the collected data and variables. As 

it is quantitative it does involve mathematical and computational resolute to gather and analyze the data. 

On the other hand, this utilizes statistical and numerical data to quantify the hypothesis. A lot of nuances 

go under the rug with this method as it is strictly logical. Not as insightful and deep. As a result, this data 

is usually oversimplified which would lead to an overlook on important factors. 

Methods of Quantitative research  

1)Survey: One of the most, if not the most utilized methods. Participants are asked standardized questions 

ranging from their opinion to behaviors. There are multiple platforms including online. questioners and 

interviews to conduct surveys.  

2) Observations: More of a surveillance without any interference of the subjects. It may be mistaken as 

qualitative, but the data collected majority of the time is quantitative. Example- Watching people pass the 

crosswalk to notice traffic regulations and timing.  

3) Experiments: Unlike observations, this involves a manipulation of variables to view its effects on another 

variable. Often conducted in controlled settings to ensure external influences do not affect data.  

An advantage of quantitative is how logical it can be, as numbers cannot be disputed to an extent. It also 

has the potential to be more time sensitive than qualitative. It does have its disadvantage as the logic alone 

without any emotion leaves a lot of gaps for a deeper and more wholistic understanding.  
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4.2.3 Mixed Research 

The marrying of the two methods- quantitative and qualitative births mixed research. It can aid in proving 

a more wholistic overview of research in comparison to quantitative and qualitative as it is an integration 

of the two. It is usually utilized in research that is more complex or multidisciplinary or societal research 

as there cannot be a reliance on just logic and figures or strictly preference. 

Although, it may seem unnecessary to most, mixed method is usually advocated for in several settings that 

prove neither of the other two methods will suffice. Acquiring many perspectives in order to gain clarity 

and validation. Building a more dense and thorough understanding of your topic. 

A grave advantage is the ability to capitalize on the strengths of each method. They are able to complement 

each other in the sense that, quantitative research is great at for statistical compilation of data while 

qualitative is useful for context and human behavior. 

Mixed data also allows for a usage of multiple data without the feeling of overwhelm when trying to 

decipher it. As a result, inconsistencies are able to be detected. This provides flexibility in generating more 

accuracy. In addition, the reach is far vaster.   

On the other hand, it does have its downside. Due to the amount of data that has to be gone over and decoded 

it is quite labor intensive. It then needs to be synthesized which requires effort. Furthermore, the added 

variable of cost is something to take into account. It is also extremely challenging if the results come back 

conflicted. Being unaware as to what steps need to do next is mind-boggling and uncontrollable but they 

do need to take step back and start the process from the beginning. 

  

Justify 

After much consideration, the method that works best for this dissertation is an empirical quantitative 

survey experiment. This decision is based not just as a viable one but a theory of knowledge that is required 

by the research question.  

 

A qualitative approach is likely to be inadequate. Despite the inadequacies it does have the ability to uncover 

a more profound and comprehensive view as to the individual’s preference but it will fall short in achieving 
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and linking the impact of the stimulus on decisions. The answer to the question whether exclusivity appeal 

makes people high in narcissism to be more susceptible will not be answered even if it is figured out that 

there is a correlation between exclusivity appeals and it being a preference for narcissist.  

 

The intended cause is not to analyze or figure out if the relationships between the dark triad traits and 

marketing appeals exist, that gap in research to an extent has been filled. The goal is to unravel and answer 

the question of how it is they are related and a deeper look into the aspects of both. Purely interviewing 

participants would not yield the desired outcome.  

 

With the use of a quantitative experimental approach a measured framework is provided in order to capture 

aspects that may not be observed with a forward approach. The complex levels of understanding 

susceptibility, consumption intention and the personality traits require a more discrete attitude. The 

technique of employing the Likert scale to gauge susceptibility and the intention of purchase after providing 

a stimulus would be more accurate and provides a straightforward answer which will inevitable showcase 

how unethical marketing appeals lead to the susceptibility of certain traits. This would be far more fruitful 

than poking with a caution as they are a multitude of reasons that influence purchase behavior.  

 

After searching for a design that will evaluate “The influence of Dark Personality Traits and Unethical 

Luxury Marketing Strategies on Consumer Susceptibility” concomitantly and landing on the quantitative 

survey experiment as it not only provides a proof for moderation with the use of numerical data it also 

quantifies personality and behavioral patterns that ease in analysis. In conclusion, it is not just a mere choice 

for ease but a methodologically essential tool to ruefully recognize and interpret the interrelation of 

persuasion and personality.  

4.3 Data Collection Tools 

After a careful consideration of all methods of investigation and finally coming to a conclusion to use the 

quantitative approach a browsing on the tools of data collection is required. The coalition of data using a 

numerical and computational approach. It provides precision, grounds for comparison, generalizability, 

replicability and most importantly objectivity.  Examples include sampling, interviews, 

surveys/questionnaires and observations.  
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4.3.1 Sampling 

Sampling allows for researchers to dedicate their energy in finding the population they are interested in 

studying. By selecting a subset from a larger population to make an analysis on the general census. It ensures 

the relevance and if followed rightly it leads to accuracy. It also allows for a reduction in cost and in select 

cases time compared to other tools.   

 

Types of Sampling 

Random Sampling 

Simple Random. An equal chance for every individual is given. This could be as random as writing names 

in hat and picking it. The straightforwardness and the minimization of selection bias is an advantage. It may 

be an advantage in large populations 

  

Stratified Random  

Divides the population into homogenous groups known as strata that share a characteristic e.g., age then 

random samples are drawn from each stratum to enhance precision. A huge advantage is this ensures 

important subgroups are not overlooked. 

 

Cluster Sampling 

When populations are geographically dispersed this could be a more useful choice. Dividing the population 

into clusters and randomly selecting an entire cluster. This is done instead of sampling individuals directly. 

 

4.3.2 Non-random Sampling 

Systematic Sampling 

From a list or sequence the kth individual is selected, starting from a random position. E.g.-every 7th name 

on a list; a fixed periodic interval. During implementation it is even simpler than simple random sampling. 

On the other hand, if there is an underlying pattern it could lead to bias. 
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Convenience Sampling  

Sampling the easiest reach, the quickest often cheapest but not necessarily representative. Also known as a 

non-probability technique as participants are readily available. It is easy to implement and cost effective. 

However, it not a good measure for the overall population. 

  

Surveys/Questionnaires 

Despite the fact that it is a quantitative tool it could also be a qualitative tool for collecting data, this depends 

on the type of questions provided. An online software could generate and aid in spreading your research to 

as many people and even more than expected. The transformation of the online world has played a pivotal 

role in data collection across all boards. Quantitative surveys questions are often rating scales and 

checklists. There various formats as to which these questions take shape.  

 

Structured and Unstructured Questionnaires  

Structured consists of a fixed module that is used for all participants. Straightforward and to the point, 

reduces confusion and even though answers will vary the it is pretty easy to assess. On the other hand, 

unstructured is more go with the flow. Questions may be different from person to person as the sequencing 

depends on previous answers. It provides freedom to the respondents.  

 

Close-Ended and Open-Ended Questions  

If a close-ended set of questions are being used, participants have to select from the options provided. 

Examples usually include the standard ‘yes or no’, ‘multiple choice’, and ‘Likert Scale- strongly agree-

strongly disagree’. However, open-ended questions are for the free thinkers. Valuable for gathering non-

quantifiable insights-opinion and such.  

 

Rating Scale, Ranking scale and Dichotomous questions 
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These are pretty uncomplicated and direct. Ratings from the name can be both descriptive or numerical the 

standard being- On a scale of 1-5 rank your satisfaction. Ranking, similar in the ordering sense but it has 

multiple variables influenced fully by preference- rank the following coffee brands based on taste. 

Dichotomous questions are cut to the chase with two options only- yes or no and true or false. Respondents 

are more drawn to clear-cut questions so as to not waste time.  

 

4.3.3 Observations 

Data is collected in the participants natural setting (teacher in a classroom). Instead of dictating what people 

should do you sit and watch, observe and pick up on the patterns you see. The person conducting the 

experiments needs to be extremely attentive. It can be time consuming and depending on the type of 

observational technique respondents may act cautiously knowing they are perceived.  

 

Participant Observation 

This is an immersive journey that the observer takes on in order to get accurate results. With this role the 

observer does all the activities and schedules that everyone is taking part of. Naturally joins the flow of the 

group and trying to blend in, the goal is to not be a suspect.  

 

Participant as Observer 

Similar to participant observer, the observe also does all the activities of the studied group but instead of 

an undercover rue s/he states clearly that s/he is an observer. This may hinder results but it is an honest 

approach.   

 

Non-Participant Observer 

Unlike the other two that absorb themselves in the experiment, non-participant observer as the name clearly 

states draws a line between her/him with the intended group. A clear statement of observation is being done 

and, in most cases, the observed feel more intimidated and cautious.  
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Simulations are also added in some cases to investigate certain variables. This can be more dictation on 

what subjects are ought to do to play the role given in the simulation.  

 

Justify 

With the intention of not just convenience and time awareness; the selection of online survey platform was 

a critical one to integrate data collection as it enforces flawless execution of the research design that captures 

the layered construct of both fields under investigation.  

 

Other tools and methods have proven effective in other dissertations but for the heart of this research to be 

captured a survey is the only logical way to connect with respondents. Qualitative interviews do not have 

the ability to quantify data to test the hypothesis. As previously stated, the levels of susceptibility by each 

unethical marketing strategy will be overlooked. It would answer ‘why’ but flounder ‘to what extent’. Lab 

experiments will provide an intensive and controlled ground- the perfect setting for simulations, 

unfortunately the sample size will be limited and the focus of this research is more hands on and connected 

to the real world.  

 

The efficiency and feasibility of quantitative survey analysis has led to the decision of following that route. 

Its undisputable convenience would lead to a large sample size and access to individuals with various 

thought processes and experiences with the unethical luxury market and narcissism, Machiavellianism and 

psychopathy. It allows for participants to be anonymous which drives honesty and validity.  

 

Moreover, method and tool selected- quantitative online survey provides a clear sequential presentation that 

allows for an organized precise ordering of questions. Starting with demographic questions then 

psychological/personality questions that touch on DTT naturally following the randomized stimuli then the 

purchase intention and susceptibility levels-dependent variable. Allocating the dependent variable after the 

stimulus divulges that the unethical manipulation of luxury brands generates the reaction of susceptibility 

and not a mirroring of the general public. With the assigned tools for survey the creation of this format 

would aid in highlighting the purpose of this dissertation with proficiency and effortlessness.  
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5. FINDINGS/DISCUSSIONS 
By deploying empirical quantitative research utilizing an online survey to gather information this research 

sought to decipher and understand the relationship and correlation between the Dark Triad traits- 

Machiavellianism, Narcissism and Psychopathy and their susceptibility to certain unethical marketing 

strategies that pertain to exclusivity, scarcity and dominance. In order to deeply unpack these variables a 

survey consisting of 30 questions was sent out electronically so as to not limit the threshold of participants 

as a specific demographic is not necessarily targeted pertaining to age. Although a participant range of 80-

150 individuals was the ideal, 82 individuals had responded.  

 

5.1 Variables 

5.1.1 Demographic 

Figure 1.1 

 Figure 1.2 
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Figure 1.3 

  Figure 1.4 

As shown by the charts in figure 1.1,1.2,1.3 and 1.4 these are the questions that were asked in regards to 

general demographic-age, gender, educational level and employment status. In every research these 

questions are mandatory to understand the perspective of the participants a lot more as factors relating to 

environment do affect an individual’s thought process. As you can see 64.1% of participants are female and 

30.8% are male the remaining percentage are of those that do not desire to disclose that information. 

Residents span mainly across three major countries Nigeria, Saudi Arabia and Egypt with an exception of 

4.2% in the UK and 1.4% in Ghana. 40.2% have acquired at the least a high school certificate degree which 

correlates with the age range, spanning from 15-54. 48.8% are still students while 35.4% are employed. 
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5.1.2 Luxury consumption 

Figure 2.0                                                                    Figure 2.1 

 

Figure 2.3                                                              Figure 2.4 

 Figure 2.5 

Luxury consumption is one of the variables that needed to be looked into, as stated previously it will provide 

a more fertile ground for the unethical strategies that brands are known for. Figures 2.0-2.5 highlight the 

consumption levels, awareness and acceptance of psychological tactics. 46.3% of participants are 

occasional consumers with only a small number of 8.5% selecting “never”. 31.3% as shown in figure 2.1 

purchase luxury items as a self-reward while 17.5% fall under social influence and 18.8% status.  In figure 

2.3 and 2.4 the acceptance of the hold on luxury items is being tested. Surprisingly, not up to 50% of 

individuals disagree with luxury goods being a valid tool for social separation-could it be narcissism or 

plain old classism?  Another surprising take is the utilization of psychological tactics is far more accepted, 

with the percentages being more diverse and 30.5% choosing “sometimes”. Figure 2.5 is about the 

discernment of participants, seeing as majority are okay with being psychologically manipulated it could 
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come from the awareness of choosing to fall victim rather than complete oblivion as 28.8% of individuals 

are “sometimes” able to recognize marketing tactics and “never” again being the lowest rank with 6.1%.  

 

5.1.3 Dark Triad Traits 

 

Figure 3.0                                                             Figure 3.1 

  

Figure 3.2                                                                  Figure 3.4 

 

The questions relating to the Dark Triad traits were influenced by Jonason & Webster (2010), a paper that 

introduced the Dirty Dozen, a 12-item short measure of Machiavellianism, Psychopathy and Narcissism. 

The first set of traits that were to be questioned was- Machiavellianism. Although this is not extensive 

research on psychology that would ultimately determine if any of the participants are on the spectrum of 

any of these traits, it does provide a feel and explanation to the following variable- susceptibility to unethical 

marketing and acceptance or even promotion of psychological tactics being utilized in marketing that had 

a shocking number of supports. The statements fall under how people with this trait often operate- using 

charm and strategy, influencing to get ahead and being overly calculative in nature. Figure 3.0 and 3.1 the 

use of charm and influence with a whooping 35.4% and 36.6% agreeing to utilizing this in order to get 

ahead. Albeit, participants may be coming from an innocent and less cynical point of view it is a rather 

large sum. Being overly calculative conjured a more neutral response with 24 and 23 participants but closely 
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coming in second some chose “agree”. Only a minute figure of 4.9% being 4 individuals were strongly 

against being calculative. 

  

 

Figure 4.0                                                                      Figure 4.1 

  

Figure 4.2                                                                Figure 4.3  

 

Narcissistic traits often revolve around one being the center of not just their lives but the belief and desire 

of needing and succeeding in being the center of everyone’s life. The following questioned the desire to be 

seen as a superior being and while objectively speaking some of the answers lean more towards being a 

narcissist the participants provide a vibe of wanting to be complimented rather than worshipped. As in 

figure 4.3 when asked- “I often feel superior to the people around me only 7 individuals strongly agreed 

and a mere 15.9% agreed while 25.6% disagreed and 32.9% remained neural- Did they mistake it for a 

measure of confidence? Maybe.  
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Figure 5.0                                                         Figure 5.1 

 

Figure 5.2 

 

Out of all the traits I believe Psychopathy generated the most distancing result with a clear marker on the 

individuals not wanting to incite any harm which brings back the question of the answers selected in the 

other traits- was it mistaken for the desire to show self-awareness honestly or being overly critical? 

Another research must be conducted to get to the bottom of that. “I don’t usually feel guilty when my 

actions hurt someone” so far, the only 50% we have and it is thankfully- “strongly disagree” and the 

following 20.7% being “disagree”. Acting impulsively and being cold created a pizza like visual with the 

differences in figures not being much.  

 

5.1.4 Susceptibility to unethical marketing  

  

Figure 6.0                                                                      Figure 6.1 
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Figure 6.2 

Unlimited scarcity would be the first variable explored. With “limited supply, almost sold out, countdowns 

and special prices” being used almost everyone accepting that they would generally be persuaded by the 

terms. Out of the unethical marketing strategies this is the lowest in rank when being tied to a dark trait as 

everyone loves a good deal. In combining extremely persuasive and persuasive over 50% as showcased in 

figure 6.0 and 6.2 fall under this category. Countdown being the least effective with 25.6% being neutral 

and the highest-28% choosing “not at all persuasive.” 

  

Figure 7.0                                                          Figure 7.1 

 Figure 7.2 

 

Exclusivity is a lot warmer in getting close to a description and a likelihood of susceptibility increasing as 

a result of a dark trait especially Narcissism, as regular people rarely desire the need to be seen and upheld 

in a superior stance. In figure 7.1, approx. 55% will not be swayed by the emphasis on inner circle or elite 

group and about 60% probably view the aspect of having an application or needing an invitation tedious 

for purchasing anything. Thus, not surprising as the term ‘exclusive’ only caused 12/82 participants to have 

glistening eyes.  
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Figure 8.0                                                                Figure 8.1 

 

 

Figure 8.2 

 

Dominance also incited a strong reaction as in all figures 8.0-8.2 50%-54% would not be persuaded at all 

by the terms attached to it. “Power, control, dominate and fear” did not resonate with a lot of the 82 

participants thus the results as shown. This has shown that the susceptibility to unethical marketing 

strategies, especially those that trigger a desire to command and stand over others do not waver the majority 

unless they do have an intrinsic and innate desire that could be as a result of the traits of either 

Machiavellianism, Psychopathy or Narcissism.  

5.1.5 Survey Questions 

Machiavellianism(M), Psychopathy(P) and Narcissism(N). 

MQ1- I sometimes use charm or strategy to get people to do what I want. 

MQ2- I don’t mind influencing people in ways that benefit me. 

MQ3- I can be calculating when dealing with others. 

MQ4- I tend to plan interactions so that I come out ahead. 
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NQ1- I see myself as someone who deserves special treatment. 

NQ2-I enjoy being admired or praised by others. 

NQ3- I often feel superior to the people around me. 

NQ4- I like attention and feel confident that I deserve it. 

PQ1- I don’t usually feel guilty when my actions hurt someone. 

PQ2- I sometimes act on impulse without thinking of the outcome. 

PQ3- I can be cold or unbothered by emotional situations. 

 

Susceptibility to Unethical Marketing 

Scarcity(S), Exclusivity(E) and Dominance/Manipulation(D) 

S1-Messages that a product is in "limited supply" or "almost sold out". 

S2-Countdown timers showing a deal is about to expire. 

S3-Warnings that a "special price" is for a "limited time only". 

E1-Invitations to "exclusive" sales or member-only events. 

E2-Brands that emphasize being part of an "inner circle" or "elite group". 

E3-Products that require an "application" or "invitation" to buy. 

D1-Ads that suggest a product will make you "feared" or "respected".  

D2-Messages that you can "dominate" your social or professional circle. 

D3-Marketing that implies you will have "power" or "control" over others. 
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6. CONCLUSION/RECCOMENDATION 
With the intention to examine and explore the theoretical ties between the Dark Triad Traits and their 

susceptibility to unethical marketing strategies this dissertation uncovers the statement- “The influence of 

Dark Personality Traits and Unethical Luxury Marketing Strategies on Consumer Susceptibility: An 

Empirical Analysis”.  Throughout this paper there will be an unraveling of deep precedent research that has 

led to this topic coming to light. Building on the backs of publishers such as- Perspectives on Psychologist 

by Muris et al. (2017), Moor and Anderson Personality and Individual differences (2019), Current Opinion 

in Psychology by Sedikides and Hart (2022) and Frontiers in Psychology by Cisek et al. (2014) provide a 

comprehensive analysis of DTT from the field of psychology with sprinkles of Marketing here and there. 

While, Investigating Consumer Ethical beliefs, Gala et al (2023), Shah, Webster and Kour (2023) “Do 

consumers engage in consumption activity with the primary, motivation of publicizing it on social media”, 

Riquelme and Roman (2023), and the wonderful compilation- a hybrid systematic review compiling data 

from 2002-2023 by Fateh Mohd khan et al. (2024) disentangled the relationship with Marketing and 

Psychology from the lens of Marketers.  

 

The gap in precedent cases whereby each trait was not assigned to a specific unethical strategy has hopefully 

been closed through this research as this paper stated three main hypothesis- (1) Individuals higher in 

narcissism are more likely to be susceptible to exclusivity base marketing schemes. (2) Individuals higher 

in psychopathy are more likely to be susceptible to aggressive/manipulating marketing. (3) Individuals 

higher in Machiavellianism are more likely to be susceptible to scarcity marketing. In addition, the 

introduction of specific unethical strategies such as scarcity, dominance and exclusivity. 

 

In conclusion, without a doubt, there is a certain relationship between the susceptibility to unethical 

marketing strategies and Dark Triad Traits. The responses do illustrate however that even individuals that 

are not diagnosed with these traits are able to fall for unethical strategies especially those denoting scarcity, 

as with the three scenarios of scarcity marketing 44/82 would be persuaded to purchase and 20-25 being 

neutral. On the other hand, the figures do portray a strong disarray and dissatisfaction with unethical 

strategies that poke at dominance as 56% showcase extreme lack of enthusiasm and persuasiveness when 

the words “power”, “control” and “dominance” are used with only 10/82 choosing “extremely persuasive”. 

This showcases that unless a participant possesses any of these traits, they are less likely to be susceptible 

to unethical marketing strategies.  
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Although, this dissertation has been able to highlight a few scenarios that may have previously not gained 

much traction there are a couple of limitations that need to be addressed. The most important being the 

inability to collect direct data from individuals that have been medically assessed and have these traits, to 

have a more accurate representations rather than relying on the general census and a series of questions 

curated by psychologist- Jonason and Webster (2010). In the future it will be more than beneficial to have 

a longer period to not just reappraise participants, and curate more tailored scenarios but to also evaluate 

responses thoroughly with a clearer and more organized direction in mind; adding interviews with 

participants to cover all grounds and questions that would create a direct link between each trait and the 

unethical strategy. All this to say, there is grave potential in this topic and enough fertile grounds for further 

research that could erase all the limitations stated.  
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