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Can the ‘Dark Triad’ traits be a predictor of cyber hate
speech?
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Antisocial behaviours have escalated to the cyberspace. Yet, the views on identification, mit-
igation and interventions relevant to minimising such behaviours lack consensus. Also, there
are a multitude of antisocial behaviours studied in various online settings but not with clear
demarcations between behaviours and their predictors. Hence, there is room for further re-
search on cyber hate speech (a variant of online antisocial behaviour), particularly in Social
Networking Sites (SNS). Hence, this article presents a brief review of literature exploring the
triggers of antisocial behaviour, broadly identified as ‘cyber aggression’. Then, the question
is raised whether cyber hate speech, a sub-set of cyber aggression is triggered by personality
factors such as the ‘Dark Triad’ traits. Consequently, this paper contributes to knowledge by
proposing to test personality traits as an important predictor of computer-mediated anti-social
behaviour in SNS and provide directions for future research.

Human aggression can be succinctly defined as “any behaviour directed towards another
individual that is carried out with proximate (immediate) intent to cause harm (Anderson &
Bushman, 2002). Further, cyber aggression is defined as “…intentional harm delivered by
the use of electronic means to a person or a group of people irrespective of their age, who
perceive(s) such acts as offensive, derogatory, harmful, or unwanted” (Grigg, 2010). The
terms ‘intent’ and ‘causing harm’ stands out in both definitions, irrespective of the context in
which aggression is defined. Based on the definitions, one can also be argue that cyber hate
speech is a sub-set of the broader concept of cyber aggression.

Findings of the ‘Italian Hate Map’ project (Lingiardi et al., 2019) found that most hate
speech on Twitter is directed at women, followed by immigrants, gay and lesbian persons,
Muslims, Jews and disabled persons. Legislations across the globe have not yet evolved to suc-
cessfully govern and criminalise offences such as cyber hate speech, dissemination of racist
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and xenophobic material online (Banks, 2010, 2011, Laverick & Joyce, 2019; Quintel & Ull-
rich, 2019). In such a context, the consequences of online hate speech can have detrimental
consequences not only from an individual (victims’) point of view but also from a societal per-
spective. For instance, it was found that individuals or groups exposed to hate speech could
experience emotional distress (Lee-Won et al., 2019). It is further argued that in the absence
of intervention, hate movements could “extend its collective identity internationally, thereby
facilitating a potential ‘global racist subculture”’ (Perry & Olsson, 2009).

Given the consequences of cyber hate speech, researchers have attempted to identify fac-
tors that trigger cyber hate (online and offline). Findings lack harmony and point to multiple
factors. The naming or labelling of these factors vary. For instance, some have identified so-
cial triggers (Schultze-Krumbholz & Scheithauer, 2009; Zimmerman & Ybarra, 2016) while
others label similar factors as ‘situational’ (Engelhardt & Bartholow, 2013; Lapidot-Lefler
& Barak, 2015). Further, individual factors have been identified and labelled as ‘personality
related’ (Robinson & Wilkowski, 2010), ‘biological’ (Silver & Nedelec, 2019; Yeudall, 1978)
and ‘personal’ (Norris, 2004; Runions & Bak, 2015).

Theoretically speaking, General Theory of Crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990) suggests
that individual factors such as self-control is directly linked to criminal acts. General Aggres-
sion Model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) extend this view to include individual differences
and situational factors that could affect the level of self-control. In further identification of
personal factors, Social Ecology Theory argue that person variables such as biological traits
(age, sex), past history (traditional bullying involvement), personality attributes (empathy,
self-control) can lead to cyberbullying perpetration (Barlett, 2019). Therefore, one could ar-
gue that personality attributes are a determinant of online aggressive behaviours including
engaging in online hate speech.

Based on this theoretical background and other recent studies (Webster et al., 2014; Pabian
et al., 2015; Kokkinos et al., 2016; Tang and Fox, 2016), the argument that individual person-
alities could influence intention to act aggressively online can be reinforced. However, there
are various personality traits that can be considered. A popular choice among researchers is
the study of Dark Triad traits in studying cyberbullying (Arntfield, 2015; Brown et al., 2019;
Goodboy & Martin Van, 2015; Van Geel et al., 2017; Kurek et al., 2019). Some studies fo-
cus on the Dark Triad of personality and cyber aggression in general (Furnham et al., 2013;
Peluchette et al., 2015; Withers et al., 2017) while others focus specific types of aggressive be-
haviours in SNS settings including online hating behaviour (Sorokowski et al., 2020), harmful
online behaviors and language (Bogolyubova et al., 2018), celebrity abuse (Scott et al., 2020)
etc.

While these studies focus on different aspects of online aggression and abuse, there is a
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lack of strong, empirical evidence explaining the relationship between Dark Triad personality
traits and online hate speech, specific to SNS. Further, some studies use secondary data where
software is used to detect hate speech among existing social media posts (Räsänen et al., 2016).
This is due to methodological issues in collecting data directly from perpetrators. Researchers
have also pointed out issues in quantifying hate speech (Guberman et al., 2016) which call
for methodological improvements to hate speech related research in SNS. Similarly, there is
room for a comprehensive definition of ‘hate speech’. For instance, it is not clear whether
the terms such as ‘hate speech- trolling’, ‘anti-Muslim sentiments’ (Jakubowicz et al.,2017),
verbal aggression in Trolling (Veszelszki, 2017) can be used synonymous with cyber hate
speech. Therefore, the following future research directions are proposed to close the above
research gaps:

1. Lack of empirical evidence on ‘Dark Triad’ personality traits and online hate speech
in SNS can be remedied by conducting studies involving multiple research approaches,
both quantitative and qualitative as well as primary and secondary (e.g. using online
surveys involving volunteer panel of online SNS users, experimental studies involving
scenario- based data collection).

2. Currently, researchers use the short Dark Triad Questionnaire by Jones and Paulhus
(2014) to measure Dark Triad of personality consisting of Machiavellianism, narcis-
sism, and psychopathy. Further, Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ) (Buss
and Perry, 1992) can be adapted to measure intention to engage in online hate speech.
However, the earlier discussed issue of quantifying ‘hate speech’ and measuring ‘inten-
tion’ rather than actual behaviour still prevail. Therefore, future studies could focus on
developing new measures and validating them through replication to address method-
ological concerns.

3. Hate speech on SNS can be directed at various groups based on individual and soci-
etal prejudices, stereotyping, and/or discrimination (e.g. racism and xenophobia, an-
tisemitism and Islamophobia, and sexism). Future research involving hate speech on
SNS should focus on these specific aspects rather than group them all under one study.
This would allow for specific hate speech related definitions to emerge that are more
meaningful and comprehensive.
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