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A B S T R A C T

The Dark Tetrad is a group of four personality traits, namely Machiavellianism, psychopathy, narcissism, and 
sadism. Although these traits are conceptually distinct, they also share a number of common characteristics. 
Previous evidence has suggested that the Dark Tetrad traits could be associated with reduced empathy and 
difficulty recognising one’s own emotions (i.e. alexithymia). The aim of this study was to further investigate the 
relationship between Dark Tetrad personality traits, alexithymia, and empathy in a large sample of the general 
population.

Data were collected via an anonymous online survey. A total of 1548 participants met the inclusion criteria 
and formed the final sample. Participants were asked to provide socio-demographic information and complete 
questionnaires assessing Dark Tetrad traits, empathy, and alexithymia.

Mediation analyses revealed that Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and sadism had both a direct and an indirect 
effect on empathy, with alexithymia being a significant mediator in the relationship between these traits and 
empathy, even after controlling for age and gender. Conversely, narcissism was found to be significantly 
correlated only with alexithymia, but not with empathy.

Taken together, results show that people with Dark Tetrad traits may have alterations in their socio-emotional 
abilities, with difficulties in recognising and understanding their own feelings and those of others. Individual 
differences in the levels of alexithymia and empathy should be taken into account in the treatment of individuals 
with adverse personality traits in order to prevent socially dangerous behaviours.

Introduction

The Dark Triad consists of three personality traits, namely Machia-
vellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). 
Although these traits are conceptually distinct, they also share some 
common characteristics. In particular, they have been associated with 
dispositions such as egocentrism, manipulativeness, callousness, lack of 
humility, and aggressiveness (Jonason and McCain, 2012; Jones and 
Figueredo, 2013; Schimmenti et al., 2019). In addition to these shared 
characteristics, each component of the Dark Triad has its own unique 
features. Machiavellianism is characterised by limited interpersonal 
warmth, pragmatism, manipulation, and a willingness to take advantage 
of others (Christie and Geis, 1970), with the common associated 

expression that the ends justify the means (Jonason et al., 2012). 
Narcissism involves selfishness, a sense of entitlement and superiority, 
and a need for admiration (Morf and Rhodewalt, 2001). Psychopathy is 
associated with high impulsivity, poor emotional reactions and an 
increased risk of antisocial behaviour (Thompson et al., 2014).

More recently, an additional trait (sadism) has been recognised as 
being part of these dark personality traits, resulting in what is now called 
the Dark Tetrad (Bonfa-Araujo et al., 2022; Paulhus, 2014). Over time, 
several definitions of sadism have been proffered (e.g. Fromm, 1973; 
Shapiro, 1981), leading to an unclear delineation of this construct. This 
ambiguity is exacerbated by the fact that sadism has often been studied 
in the context of sexual sadism. In an attempt to characterise sadism as a 
personality trait that exists along a continuum, O’Meara et al. (2011)
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provided the following definition: “The term sadistic personality de-
scribes a person who humiliates others, shows a longstanding pattern of 
cruel or demeaning behaviour to others, or intentionally inflicts phys-
ical, sexual, or psychological pain or suffering on others in order to 
assert power and dominance or for pleasure and enjoyment” (O’Meara 
et al., 2011, p. 523).

Although some previous evidence has shown that these traits can 
have positive implications for individuals (e.g., Wai and Tiliopoulos, 
2012), the behaviours elicited by Dark Tetrad personalities can often be 
detrimental to other people, leading these traits being viewed as socially 
adverse (Chabrol et al., 2017; Judge et al., 2009). All these personalities 
are in fact united by the lack of a fundamental interpersonal dimension, 
namely empathy (Baron-Cohen, 2011). Empathy, the ability to experi-
ence and understand others’ feelings without confusing themselves with 
others (Decety and Lamm, 2006), plays a key role in social functioning 
as it allows individuals to comprehend, share, and respond to other 
people’s emotions, gestures, and thoughts (Baron-Cohen and Wheel-
wright, 2004; Di Tella et al., 2023).

Reduced empathy has also been associated with a host of antisocial 
outcomes (e.g. Jolliffe and Farrington, 2021), as well as with difficulties 
in the ability to both regulate and recognise (i.e. alexithymia) one’s own 
emotions correctly (e.g. Le Berre, 2019; Di Tella et al., 2020). Particu-
larly, alexithymia is a multidimensional construct, characterised by 
difficulty in identifying and describing feelings, difficulty in dis-
tinguishing between feelings and bodily sensations of emotional arousal, 
restricted imagination processes, and an externally oriented cognitive 
style (Parker et al., 2008).

Although most previous studies have focused on examining empathy 
and its relation to Dark Tetrad (or Triad) personalities (e.g., Duradoni 
et al., 2023; Heym et al., 2021; Pajevic et al., 2018; Wertag, 2023), more 
recently researchers have started to draw their attention also on alex-
ithymia (Cairncross et al., 2013; Garofalo et al., 2019). The available 
evidence seems to suggest that individuals who report higher levels of 
Dark Tetrad traits have reduced empathic abilities and also altered 
perception of their emotions, although with some differences among 
personalities noted (e.g. the findings with regards to narcissism are more 
inconsistent; Simard et al., 2023). To date, however, few studies have 
examined the combined role of empathy and alexithymia in relation to 
the Dark Tetrad (Burghart and Mier, 2022; Jonason and Krause, 2013; 
Schimmenti et al., 2019), and none have considered all four Dark Tetrad 
personalities simultaneously. In fact, previous research has focused 
predominantly on the Dark Triad traits, often neglecting sadism 
(Foulkes, 2019; Walker et al., 2021).

In an effort to fill this gap, this study aimed to further investigate the 
potential associations between Dark Tetrad personality traits, alex-
ithymia, and empathy in a large and diverse sample from the general 
population. In particular, we investigated the potential mediating role of 
alexithymia in the relationship between each Dark Tetrad personality 
trait and empathy. We hypothesised the following:

H1: Individuals exhibiting higher levels of Dark Tetrad personality 
traits would show significantly lower levels of empathy.
H2: Alexithymia would act as a mediator in the relationship between 
Dark Tetrad personality traits and empathy.

Materials and methods

Participants and procedure

Data were gathered from July 1, 2023, to October 31, 2023, through 
an anonymous online survey. A snowball sampling strategy was used to 
recruit a broad and diverse range of participants with different socio- 
demographic characteristics. In this method, the initial respondents 
invited additional participants from their personal networks, thereby 
expanding the sample and enriching its diversity. The following exclu-
sion criteria were set: age under 18; low level of education (< primary 

school); insufficient proficiency in Italian and the presence of severe 
psychiatric disorders (both assessed by a self-rated yes/no question). 
Initially, 1630 participants started the survey; however, 82 were 
excluded for not completing the questionnaire or not meeting the in-
clusion criteria. A total of 1548 participants made up the final sample.

The sample size was determined based on an a priori power analysis, 
using the software G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009), with a medium effect 
size (f2 = 0.15; Cohen, 1988), power of over 0.80, and an alpha level of 
0.05, as being sufficient for multiple regression analysis with five 
predictors.

This study was approved by the University Ethics Committee of the 
University of Turin (Italy) (protocol number 0289029) and was con-
ducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Informed consent 
was obtained from all participants before the beginning of the study.

Measures

Participants filled in a series of measures as part of a broader 
investigation, but only those instruments relevant to the present 
research questions are described here.

Sociodemographic and clinical information

Participants were required to indicate the following sociodemo-
graphic and clinical data: age, gender,e educational level, marital status, 
and presence or history of a psychiatric disorder (for inclusion/exclusion 
criteria).

Dark Tetrad personalities

The Italian version of the Dark Triad Dirty Dozen (DTDD) was used to 
assess the Dark Triad traits (Jonason and Webster, 2010; Schimmenti 
et al., 2019). The DTDD is a self-report measure that consists of 12 items 
(4 items for each trait). Participants are asked to indicate how much they 
agree, using a 5-point Likert type scale (from 0 “Not at all” to 4 “Very 
much”), with each of the presented statements. Items can be averaged to 
create both a total score and three subscale scores (Machiavellianism, 
psychopathy, and narcissism). Higher scores indicate higher levels of 
Dark Triad traits.

The scale has shown good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α of 
about 0.75 across samples) and test-retest reliability (Jonason and 
Webster 2010). In line with these results, in our sample the Cronbach’s 
alphas were good for each of the DTDD indexes (Machiavellianism: α =
0.86; psychopathy: α = 0.70; narcissism: α = 0.82).

For the assessment of sadistic traits, the Italian translation of the 
Short Sadistic Impulse Scale (SSIS) was used (O’Meara et al., 2011; 
O’Meara and Davies, 2022). The SSIS is a 10-item self-report inventory 
derived from the 49-item Sadistic Attitudes and Behaviors Scale (Davies 
and Hand, 2003). Each item is scored on a 5-point Likert type scale, 
ranging from 1 (“Not at all like me”) to 5 (“Very like me”). Higher scores 
indicate greater sadistic traits.

The scale has shown good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.86) 
(O’Meara et al., 2011). In our sample, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80.

Alexithymia

Alexithymia was assessed using the Italian version of the Toronto 
Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) (Bressi et al., 1996; Taylor et al., 2003). It 
comprises 20 items, each scored on a 5-point Likert type scale (from 
0 “Strongly disagree” to 5 “Strongly agree”). The results provide a 

e Participants indicated the gender they identified with, choosing from three 
possible answer options: 0 = Female, 1 = Male, and 2 = Other. Only 8 par-
ticipants selected the option ‘Other’; therefore, as this category was not 
adequately represented, we considered these cases as missing.
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TAS-20 total score and three subscale scores: difficulty identifying 
feelings; difficulty describing feelings; and externally-oriented thinking 
(Taylor et al., 2003). The TAS-20 cut-off scores are as follows: ≤ 51 no 
alexithymia, 52–60 borderline alexithymia, ≥ 61 alexithymia.

The scale has shown good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient: ≥ 0.70) and test-retest reliability (Taylor et al., 2003). In line 
with these results, in our sample the Cronbach’s alpha was good for the 
TAS-20 total score (α = 0.83).

Empathy

Empathy was assessed by means of the Italian version of the Basic 
Empathy Scale (BES; Albiero et al., 2010; Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006). 
It consists of 20-items, of which 9 items assess cognitive empathy and 11 
items evaluate affective empathy. Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert 
type scale (from 1 “Strongly Disagree” to 5 “Strongly Agree”), with a 
total empathy score and two subscale scores that can be derived. Higher 
scores indicate greater empathy.

The scale has shown good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients: ≥ 0.73) (Albiero et al., 2010). In our sample, Cronbach’s 
alpha value was good for the BES total score (α = 0.86).

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using the Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28.0 (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, 
Armonk, NY, USA: IBM Corp.).

Normal distribution was assessed using the indices for asymmetry 
and kurtosis. All variables were normally distributed.

First, the descriptive data was examined in order to obtain an over-
view of the socio-demographic and psychological characteristics of the 
respondents. The descriptive data were presented as means with stan-
dard deviations for continuous variables or as frequencies with per-
centages for categorical variables.

Second, preliminary Pearson correlation analyses were conducted to 
assess the presence of significant associations between our target vari-
ables (i.e. age, gender, alexithymia, empathy, and Dark Tetrad person-
ality traits).

Third, PROCESS Macro 4 for SPSS (model 4) was used to examine the 
possible statistical mediation of alexithymia in the association between 
Dark Tetrad personality traits and empathy, controlling for socio- 
demographic variables. Only those variables significantly correlated 
with the dependent variable (i.e. empathy) were included in the medi-
ation models. Ninety-five percent confidence intervals (CI) were calcu-
lated based on 5000 bootstrap samples, as per usual for this type of 
analysis (Hayes, 2009).

The level of significance for all statistical tests was set at p < 0.05.

Results

Sociodemographic and psychological data

Sociodemographic characteristics and psychological data of the total 
sample are shown in Table 1.

The participants, whose ages ranged from 18 to 83 years (mean age =
36.94 ± 15.72), were 67.3 % women (n = 1037). More than half of them 
(51.4 %; n = 795) had attained a B.Sc. or M.Sc. degree or postgraduate 
qualification, and the vast majority reported being in an intimate rela-
tionship (68.6 %; n = 1062).

Correlation analyses

The results of the bivariate correlations are shown in Table 2.
Age was negatively correlated with all the Dark Tetrad personality 

traits and with both the TAS-20 total and BES total scores. Gender was 
positively associated with the Dark Tetrad personalities (with men 

reporting higher scores than women), whereas it was negatively related 
with the BES total score (with women reporting higher scores than men). 
No significant association was found between gender and the TAS-20 
total score.

Higher scores on the Dark Tetrad personality traits were all signifi-
cantly correlated with higher alexithymia scores. Conversely, empathy 
scores were significantly and negatively associated with the DTDD 
Machiavellianism and Psychopathy subscale scores and with the SSIS 
total score. No correlation was found between the BES total and the 
DTDD Narcissism subscale. A negative correlation was found between 
the TAS-20 total and the BES total scores.

Mediation analyses

Three mediation models were tested to assess the possible mediating 
role of alexithymia in the relationship between the Dark Tetrad per-
sonality traits and empathy. Age and gender were included as covariates 
in all three mediation models.

The first mediation analysis was conducted to examine the effect of 
the TAS-20 total score in mediating the association between the DTDD 
Machiavellianism and the BES total score, controlling for age and 
gender. The results showed both a significant direct effect of DTDD 
Machiavellianism on the BES total score (b = − 0.311, p < 0.001) and a 
significant indirect effect of the DTDD Machiavellianism on the BES total 
score via TAS-20 total score, b = − 0.083, BCa CI [− 0.123, − 0.049] 
(Fig. 1). This suggests that greater Machiavellian traits were associated 
with lower empathy and higher levels of alexithymia, which in turn 
were associated with lower empathy.

The second mediation analysis was carried out to examine the effect 
of the TAS-20 total score in mediating the association between the DTDD 
Psychopathy and the BES total score, controlling for age and gender. The 
results showed both a significant direct effect of psychopathy on 
empathy (b = − 0.931, p < 0.001) and a significant indirect effect of 
DTDD Psychopathy on the BES total score via TAS-20 total score, b =
− 0.089, BCa CI [− 0.131, − 0.052] (Fig. 2). This suggests that greater 

Table 1 
Sociodemographic characteristics and psychological data of the total sample (N 
= 1548).

Mean (SD) n (%) Range

Sociodemographic information
Age (years) 36.94 

(15.72)
18–83

Gender
Female 1037 

(67.3)
Male 503 (32.7)

Education
Primary/Secondary/High school diploma 753 (48.6)
B.Sc. or M.Sc. Degree/Postgraduate 
qualification

795 (51.4)

Marital status
Single 486 (31.4)
In a relationship 447 (28.9)
Cohabitant/Married 615 (39.7)

Psychological evaluation
DTDD Machiavellianism 2.99 (3.11) 0–16
DTDD Psychopathy 3.96 (3.13) 0–16
DTDD Narcissism 5.55 (3.64) 0–16
SSIS 15.09 (5.31) 10–47
BES Total 76.49 (9.92) 37–100
TAS-20 Total 45.66 

(11.68)
20–83

DTDD = Dark Triad Dirty Dozen; SSIS = Short Sadistic Impulse Scale; BES =
Basic Empathy Scale; TAS-20 = Twenty-item Toronto Alexithymia Scale.
Note. Participants indicated the gender they identified with, choosing from three 
possible answer options: 0 = Female, 1 = Male, and 2 = Other. Only 8 partici-
pants selected the option ‘Other’; therefore, as this category was not adequately 
represented, we considered these cases as missing.

M. Di Tella et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Current Research in Behavioral Sciences 7 (2024) 100160 

3 



psychopathic traits were associated with lower empathy and higher 
levels of alexithymia, which in turn were associated with lower 
empathy.

The third mediation analysis was conducted to examine the effect of 
the TAS-20 total score in mediating the association between the SSIS and 
the BES total score, controlling for age and gender. The results showed 
both a significant direct effect of sadism on empathy (b = − 0.274, p <
0.001) and a significant indirect effect of SSIS on BES total score via TAS- 
20 total score, b = − 0.062, BCa CI [− 0.091, − 0.037] (Fig. 3). This 
suggests that greater sadistic traits were associated with lower empathy 
and higher levels of alexithymia, which in turn were associated with 
lower empathy.

Discussion

The present study attempted to fill a gap in the literature by 

examining the potential mediating role of alexithymia in the relation-
ship between each of the Dark Tetrad personality traits and empathy. 
Indeed, to date, few studies have examined the combined role of 
empathy and alexithymia in relation to dark personality traits (Burghart 
and Mier, 2022; Jonason and Krause, 2013; Schimmenti et al., 2019), 
and none simultaneously considered sadism. The results of our study 
showed that Dark Tetrad personalities had both a direct and an indirect 
effect on empathy, with alexithymia emerging as a significant mediator 
in the relationship between these traits and empathy, even after con-
trolling for the effect of age and gender.

More specifically, the results suggested that empathy and alex-
ithymia play a joint role in relation to three of the four dark personal-
ities, namely Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and sadism. Conversely, 
narcissism was found to be significantly correlated only with alex-
ithymia, but not with empathy. Past research has suggested a compli-
cated relationship between empathy and narcissism (e.g. Walsh et al., 

Table 2 
Pearson correlations between socio-demographic variables, Dark Tetrad personality traits, alexithymia, and empathy (N = 1548).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age –
2. Gender (0 ¼ F; 1 ¼ M) − 0.01 –
3. DTDD Machiavellianism − 0.23** 0.19** –
4. DTDD Psychopathy − 0.23** 0.24** 0.49** –
5. DTDD Narcissism − 0.18** 0.16** 0.57** 0.32** –
6. SSIS − 0.09** 0.22** 0.47** 0.40** 0.32** –
7. BES Total − 0.07** − 0.38** − 0.17** − 0.36** 0.02 − 0.25** –
8. TAS-20 Total − 0.15** 0.04 0.18** 0.25** 0.12** 0.22** − 0.18**

DTDD = Dark Triad Dirty Dozen; SSIS = Short Sadistic Impulse Scale; BES = Basic Empathy Scale; TAS-20 = Twenty-item Toronto Alexithymia Scale.
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
Note. Participants indicated the gender they identified with, choosing from three possible answer options: 0 = Female, 1 = Male, and 2 = Other. Only 8 participants 
selected the option ‘Other’; therefore, as this category was not adequately represented, we considered these cases as missing.

Fig. 1. Model of Machiavellianism (DTDD Mac) as a predictor of empathy (BES Total), mediated by alexithymia (TAS-20 Total) and controlled for age and gender. 
The confidence interval for the indirect effect is a BCa bootstrapped CI based on 5000 samples.
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Fig. 2. Model of Psychopathy (DTDD Psyc) as a predictor of empathy (BES Total), mediated by alexithymia (TAS-20 Total) and controlled for age and gender. The 
confidence interval for the indirect effect is a BCa bootstrapped CI based on 5000 samples.

Fig. 3. Model of Sadism (SSIS) as a predictor of empathy (BES Total), mediated by alexithymia (TAS-20 Total) and controlled for age and gender. The confidence 
interval for the indirect effect is a BCa bootstrapped CI based on 5000 samples.

M. Di Tella et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Current Research in Behavioral Sciences 7 (2024) 100160 

5 



2021).
These findings are consistent with previous theoretical frameworks 

on the origins of social and antisocial behaviour (e.g., Baron-Cohen, 
2011; Raine, 2013) and other research showing the presence of altered 
socio-emotional abilities in individuals with Dark Tetrad (or Triad) traits 
(Burghart and Mier, 2022; Dow and Crawley, 2023; Jonason and Krause, 
2013; Schimmenti et al., 2019). For example, the study by Schimmenti 
et al. (2019) found that Dark Triad traits, particularly Machiavellianism 
and psychopathy, were significantly associated with increased alex-
ithymia and decreased theory of mind and empathy. Conversely, 
narcissism was found to be associated only with low empathy, but 
neither with alexithymia nor with theory of mind (Schimmenti et al., 
2019). Similarly, Jonason and Krause (2013) showed on the one hand 
that increased Machiavellianism and psychopathy scores were signifi-
cantly correlated with lower empathy skills (both cognitive and affective 
components) and increased alexithymia levels. However, on the other 
hand, they found that narcissism was only associated with the difficulty 
in identifying and describing feelings of the TAS-20 and with cognitive 
empathy. Finally, the study by Daw and Crawley (2023) revealed that 
Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and sadism were related to low 
empathy, whereas no significant correlation was found between 
narcissism and empathy.

Taken together, these findings seem to show a more uniform trend 
with regard to Machiavellianism and psychopathy, whereas the evi-
dence for narcissism is more mixed. This pattern of results was further 
supported by the studies that examined each of the Dark Triad person-
alities separately (e.g., Al Aïn et al., 2013; Burghart and Mier, 2022; 
Cairncross et al., 2013; Simard et al., 2023). While increased alex-
ithymia and decreased empathy have been confirmed in Machiavel-
lianism and psychopathy (Al Aïn et al., 2013; Burghart and Mier, 2022), 
narcissistic traits have also been found to be negatively correlated to 
alexithymia (Cairncross et al., 2013). One possible explanation for these 
controversial findings could lie in the prosocial tendencies that narcis-
sistic individuals may exhibit (Konrath and Tian, 2018). However, 
different motivations for prosocial behaviour can be identified: some 
more selfless and others more selfish (Batson, 2011). It is assumed that 
people with high narcissistic traits perform prosocial acts skillfully and 
tactically in order to increase their reputation or receive something in 
return (Campbell and Foster, 2007; Konrath and Tian, 2018). Specif-
ically, it is hypothesised that narcissistic individuals may be driven by 
rewarding experiences associated with high status and power, whereas 
they may be less motivated by incentives from interpersonal sources, 
such as close relationships with others (Campbell and Foster, 2007). This 
may lead narcissistic individuals to seek success and attention to gain 
narcissistic esteem (e.g. feelings of pride, self-esteem, and dominance), 
while avoiding developing meaningful social relationships (Konrath and 
Tian, 2018). According to this view, narcissistic people may tune their 
socio-emotional skills to achieve these status-related benefits instead of 
building deep connections with others.

As far as sadism is concerned, little evidence is available regarding 
the relationship between this personality trait and both empathy and 
alexithymia, and most research has focused on sexual sadism (Emer and 
Poepsel, 2021; Kirsch and Becker, 2007). Studies that have examined 
empathy in everyday sadism are, in fact, limited; however, in line with 
the present results, they provide support for the presence of negative 
associations between this personality trait and different empathy com-
ponents (Buckels et al., 2013; Daw and Crawley, 2023; Pajevic et al., 
2018; Velimirović et al., 2018). Conversely, to the best of our knowl-
edge, no previous studies on sadism and alexithymia have been con-
ducted. The findings of this study suggest that individuals with sadistic 
traits may exhibit high levels of alexithymia, as well as lack of empathy. 
It might be interesting in the future to examine whether the relationship 
holds for affective and cognitive empathy separately. Sadism is pri-
marily characterised by a range of cruel or degrading behaviours aimed 
at asserting dominance or pleasure. This core feature may result in 
sadistic individuals being unable to access their own and others’ 

emotions, leading to difficulties in adequately recognising their own 
feelings and those of other people. Future research is needed to 
corroborate the present pattern of results.

This study is not exempt from limitations. First, a cross-sectional 
design was used, which does not allow firm conclusions to be drawn 
about the causality of the relationships among variables. Second, only 
self-report instruments were used, which may lead to an underestima-
tion of alexithymia or empathy deficits and dark personality traits. This 
may have been particularly relevant for narcissism in this study, 
considering both the tendency towards social desirability that these 
individuals can exhibit, and the multifaceted nature of this construct, 
with its components that may associate differently with empathy or 
alexithymia (Simard et al., 2023). Future research should consider the 
inclusion of multiple measures to comprehensively assess all facets of 
narcissism and other personality traits, ideally using longitudinal studies 
with performance-based instruments or structured interviews. Finally, 
participants were recruited from the general population and included a 
larger proportion of women and young adults, so these results should be 
interpreted with caution in light of these sample characteristics. Further 
research with more heterogeneous and forensic groups is needed to 
deepen and sustain the present findings.

Conclusion

To our knowledge, the present study represents the first attempt to 
examine the joint role of alexithymia and empathy in relation to all Dark 
Tetrad personalities. In fact, previous research investigating alexithymia 
and empathy together has focused specifically on the Dark Triad, leaving 
out sadism (Foulkes, 2019; Walker et al., 2021).

This study contributes to the literature by supporting the notion that 
individuals with high Dark Tetrad personality traits exhibit altered 
socio-emotional skills, encountering difficulties in identifying and un-
derstanding both their own emotions and those of others. Addressing 
individual differences in alexithymia and empathy through a more tar-
geted approach, along with effective interventions to improve inter-
personal relationships, could promote appropriate socio-emotional 
functioning and reduce the impact of these traits on individuals’ social 
behaviour. Moreover, considering these aspects together, it would be 
possible to provide a treatment that focuses on improving emotional 
awareness, with an approach that also takes into account personality 
traits and avoids the risk of colluding with the patient who exhibits 
manipulative traits. This is of paramount importance given evidence 
relating both alexithymia (Veggi et al., 2024) and dark personalities 
(Edwards et al., 2017) to serious violent crimes against persons.
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