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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Chronic aggressive behavior is a significant psychological and social
problem influenced by personality, motivational, and contextual factors. The present study aimed
to develop and test a multilevel model explaining chronic aggressive behavior based on the
interaction between intrinsic motivation and dark personality traits among university students in
Tehran.

Methodology: This correlational study employed a multilevel structural equation modeling
approach. The statistical population consisted of university students in Tehran during the 2026
academic year. A total of 520 participants were selected through multistage cluster sampling, and
data from 503 participants were retained after data screening procedures. Research instruments
included the Academic Motivation Scale, the Short Dark Triad Questionnaire (SD3), and the
Buss—Perry Aggression Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-26 through
descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation
modeling, and multilevel analysis.

Findings: The results indicated that intrinsic motivation was negatively associated with dark
personality traits (r = -0.41, p < 0.001) and chronic aggressive behavior (r = -0.46, p < 0.001).
Dark personality traits showed a significant positive relationship with chronic aggressive behavior
(r = 0.58, p < 0.001). The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit indices (CFI = 0.95,
RMSEA = 0.051). Path analysis revealed that intrinsic motivation had a significant negative direct
effect on chronic aggressive behavior (B = -0.31, p < 0.001), whereas dark personality traits had a
significant positive direct effect (B = 0.49, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the interaction between
intrinsic motivation and dark personality traits significantly predicted chronic aggressive behavior
(B = -0.18, p < 0.001). The final model explained 52.4% of the variance in chronic aggressive
behavior.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that dark personality traits constitute a major risk factor for
chronic aggressive behavior, whereas intrinsic motivation functions as a protective factor.
Moreover, intrinsic motivation weakens the adverse impact of dark personality traits on
aggression, highlighting its potential role in prevention and intervention programs aimed at
reducing chronic aggressive behaviors among university students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Chronic aggressive behavior is among the most
significant psychological and social challenges
affecting  contemporary  societies. Persistent
aggression is associated with a broad range of adverse
outcomes, including interpersonal conflict, academic
maladjustment,  antisocial behavior, reduced
psychological well-being, and social dysfunction.
Recent studies have demonstrated that aggressive
tendencies are influenced by a complex interaction of
personality characteristics, motivational processes,
and contextual factors rather than by isolated
psychological traits alone (Jiang et al., 2024; Okray &
Miizzin, 2024; Wang & Bi, 2024). Consequently,
understanding the mechanisms underlying chronic
aggression has become an important objective in
personality and behavioral research.

Among the personality variables associated with
aggression, Dark Triad personality traits have
received substantial attention. The Dark Triad consists
of Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy,
which collectively reflect manipulative tendencies,
self-centeredness, emotional coldness, and reduced
empathy (Szabé et al., 2021). Research consistently
indicates that individuals with elevated Dark Triad
traits exhibit greater tendencies toward aggression,
hostility, revenge-seeking, cyberbullying, trolling, and
other antisocial behaviors (Alavi et al., 2022; Panatik et
al., 2022; Volkmer et al.,, 2023). Studies have further
shown that Dark Triad traits are associated with
relational aggression, hostile attribution biases, moral
disengagement, and indirect forms of aggression
(Jiang et al., 2024; Khan & Khan, 2023; Zhang et al., 2022).
Moreover, psychopathy and related dark personality
dimensions have been found to predict antisocial
outcomes more strongly than self-control in some
contexts (Pechorro et al., 2022).

The relationship between dark personality traits and
aggressive behavior has been documented across
various cultural settings and behavioral domains.
Individuals with elevated Dark Triad characteristics
are more likely to engage in cyber aggression,
workplace bullying, interpersonal exploitation, and
risky behaviors (Maneiro et al., 2020; Rio et al., 2021;
Wu et al.,, 2022). Dark personality traits have also been
linked to revenge-oriented consumer behavior,
malicious creativity, sexual coercion, and harmful
social interactions (Hancock et al., 2023; Lyons et al.,
2020; Szabo et al., 2022). These findings suggest that
dark personality traits represent a substantial risk

factor for the development and maintenance of
aggressive behavior.

Despite the well-established relationship between
dark personality traits and aggression, not all
individuals with elevated Dark Triad characteristics
display chronic  aggressive tendencies.  This
observation indicates the presence of protective
factors capable of reducing the behavioral
consequences of dark personality characteristics. One
such factor may be intrinsic motivation. According to
self-determination theory, intrinsic motivation refers
to engaging in activities because they are inherently
satisfying, enjoyable, and personally meaningful.
Individuals with higher intrinsic motivation tend to
demonstrate greater self-regulation, persistence,
psychological well-being, and adaptive interpersonal
functioning (Fathirezaie et al., 2024).

Previous studies suggest that motivational processes
play an important role in shaping behavioral
outcomes. Individuals who are intrinsically motivated
are more likely to pursue growth-oriented goals and
less likely to engage in destructive or antisocial
behaviors. Furthermore, intrinsic motivation is
associated with self-regulation, responsibility, and
positive social engagement (Copkovéd & Janitorova,
2021; Schattke & Marion-Jetten, 2022). Emerging
evidence also suggests that dark personality traits may
be associated with motivational orientations
emphasizing power, dominance, and external rewards
rather than internal satisfaction and personal growth
(Copkové & Janitorovd, 2021; Wnuk, 2025).

Recent literature increasingly emphasizes interactive
and nonlinear models of personality functioning.
Contemporary perspectives propose that behavioral

outcomes emerge through interactions among
personality  traits, motivational systems, and
environmental conditions rather than through

independent effects of single variables (wille et al.,
2022). Therefore, intrinsic motivation may function as
a moderating factor that weakens the influence of dark
personality traits on aggressive behavior. Although
previous studies have separately examined aggression,
dark personality traits, and motivation, relatively little
research has investigated their interaction within a
multilevel analytical framework.

The present study aimed to develop and test a
multilevel model explaining chronic aggressive
behavior based on the interaction between intrinsic
motivation and dark personality traits among
university students in Tehran.

Methodology




This applied correlational study employed a
multilevel structural equation modeling approach. The
statistical population consisted of undergraduate,
master's, and doctoral students enrolled in public and
private universities in Tehran during the 2026
academic year. Participants were selected through
multistage cluster sampling. Initially, several
universities from different districts of Tehran were
randomly selected. Subsequently, faculties and
academic departments were chosen, and eligible
students were invited to participate.

A total of 520 students completed the study
instruments. After screening for missing values,
response inconsistencies, and multivariate outliers,
data from 503 participants were retained for final
analysis. The final sample included 256 women and
247 men aged between 18 and 35 years.

Intrinsic motivation was assessed using the Intrinsic
Motivation subscales of the Academic Motivation
Scale. Dark personality traits were measured using the
Short Dark Triad Questionnaire, which evaluates
Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy.
Chronic aggressive behavior was measured using the
Buss—Perry Aggression Questionnaire, including
dimensions of physical aggression, verbal aggression,
anger, and hostility. Demographic information was
also collected.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 27
and AMOS version 26. Descriptive statistics, Pearson
correlations, confirmatory factor analysis, structural
equation modeling, and multilevel analyses were
performed. Model fit was evaluated using y*df, GFI,
AGFI, CFl, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR indices.
Statistical significance was established at the 0.05
level.

Findings
The mean age of participants was 24.83 years (SD =

5.17). Among the participants, 62.02% were
undergraduate students, 27.43% were master's
students, and 10.55% were doctoral students.

Preliminary analyses indicated acceptable normality
for all study variables.

Descriptive statistics revealed a mean intrinsic
motivation score of 48.67 (SD = 8.54), a mean dark
personality score of 74.29 (SD = 12.38), and a mean
chronic aggression score of 82.15 (SD = 14.27).

Correlation  analyses  demonstrated  significant
relationships among the study variables. Intrinsic
motivation was negatively associated with dark
personality traits (r = -0.41, p < 0.001) and chronic
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aggressive behavior (r = -0.46, p < 0.001). In contrast,
dark personality traits were positively associated with
chronic aggressive behavior (r = 0.58, p < 0.001).

The measurement and structural models demonstrated
satisfactory fit to the observed data. The model fit
indices were y?/df = 2.31, GFI = 0.93, AGFI = 0.91,
CFl =0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.051, and SRMR
= 0.047, indicating an acceptable and theoretically
meaningful model.

Structural path analyses showed that intrinsic
motivation exerted a significant negative direct effect
on chronic aggressive behavior (f = -0.31, p < 0.001).
Dark personality traits exerted a significant positive
direct effect on chronic aggression (f = 0.49, p <
0.001). Intrinsic motivation also demonstrated a
significant negative effect on dark personality traits (3
=-0.38, p < 0.001).

Most importantly, the interaction between intrinsic
motivation and dark personality traits significantly
predicted chronic aggressive behavior (f = -0.18, p <
0.001). This result indicated that intrinsic motivation
moderated the relationship between dark personality
traits and aggression, reducing the strength of this
association.

Multilevel analyses further demonstrated that both
individual-level and group-level variables contributed
significantly to the explanation of chronic aggressive
behavior. Intrinsic motivation showed a significant
negative effect at the individual level, whereas dark
personality traits demonstrated a significant positive
effect. Group-level factors, including academic field
and socioeconomic  status, also contributed
significantly to the prediction of aggression. The final
multilevel model explained 52.4% of the variance in
chronic aggressive behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide strong support for
the proposed multilevel model linking intrinsic
motivation, dark personality traits, and chronic
aggressive behavior. Consistent with theoretical
expectations, dark personality traits emerged as a
significant risk factor for chronic aggression.
Individuals characterized by higher levels of
Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy
exhibited greater tendencies toward persistent
aggressive behavior. These results suggest that
manipulative  interpersonal  styles,  emotional
detachment,  self-centeredness, and diminished
empathy may increase vulnerability to hostile and
harmful behaviors.
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The study also demonstrated that intrinsic motivation
functions as a protective psychological resource.
Students with stronger intrinsic motivation reported
lower levels of aggression and lower levels of dark
personality characteristics. Individuals who pursue
activities because of personal interest, enjoyment, and
internal satisfaction appear better equipped to regulate
emotions, manage interpersonal conflicts, and engage
in socially adaptive behaviors.

One of the most important findings concerns the
moderating role of intrinsic motivation. The
significant interaction effect indicates that intrinsic
motivation weakens the relationship between dark
personality traits and chronic aggression. In practical
terms, individuals possessing elevated dark
personality characteristics may be less likely to
express  aggressive  tendencies  when  they
simultaneously possess strong intrinsic motivational
resources. This finding highlights the importance of
motivational processes in understanding how
personality traits are translated into actual behavior.

The multilevel findings further emphasize that
aggressive behavior cannot be understood solely

through individual characteristics. Social and
contextual factors also contribute to the development
and maintenance of aggression. Consequently,
comprehensive explanations of chronic aggressive
behavior require simultaneous consideration of
personal dispositions, motivational dynamics, and
environmental influences.

Overall, the findings suggest that dark personality
traits represent a substantial risk factor for chronic
aggression, whereas intrinsic motivation serves as a
protective factor capable of reducing both direct
aggression and the detrimental impact of dark
personality characteristics. The proposed multilevel
model provides a comprehensive framework for
understanding aggressive behavior and offers valuable
implications for prevention and intervention efforts.
Programs aimed at strengthening intrinsic motivation,
promoting self-regulation, and fostering constructive
interpersonal engagement may be effective strategies
for reducing chronic aggressive behavior among
university students and young adults.
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