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A B S T R A C T   

Very little is known about the relationship between antagonistic personality traits and membership in Greek- 
letter organizations (GLOs). The present study (N = 2191) examined the association between the Dark Tetrad 
traits—Machiavellianism, grandiose narcissism, psychopathy, and everyday sadism—and membership in so-
rorities and fraternities. Participants who were high in grandiose narcissism were more likely to be in sororities 
and fraternities, whereas participants who were high in Machiavellianism and everyday sadism were less likely 
to be in these organizations. Psychopathy was not significantly associated with membership in GLOs. Taken 
together, the present results suggest that members of GLOs are not necessarily more manipulative, cold-hearted, 
or cruel than their non-GLO counterparts, but they may be more entitled, domineering, and status-seeking.   

1. Introduction 

Greek-letter organizations (GLOs)—commonly referred to as soror-
ities1 and fraternities—are selective (and often secretive) social orga-
nizations that are primarily found on college campuses in Canada, the 
Philippines, and the US. Although these organizations regularly tout the 
benefits they provide to their members (e.g., through networking and 
social events) and to the broader community (e.g., through volunteering 
and fundraising), they are perhaps best known for their reputation of 
enabling (if not encouraging) excessive partying; alcohol and drug use; 
and sexual promiscuity (Tollini & Wilson, 2010; Wilson & Tollini, 2013). 

Although some prior research has been devoted to uncovering the 
personality correlates of membership in these organizations (e.g., 
Armstrong & Grieve, 2015), the more antagonistic aspects of personality 
have been left largely unexamined. For example, no research has 
examined the association of the Dark Tetrad traits—a personality 
constellation consisting of manipulative and cynical Machiavellianism, 
entitled and exhibitionistic narcissism, impulsive and reckless psy-
chopathy, and cruel and abusive sadism (Chabrol et al., 2009)—with 
membership in GLOs. This is unfortunate, as individuals with these traits 
can present a number of issues for the organizations that choose to retain 
them. As but one example, individuals high in the Dark Tetrad traits are 
more likely to threaten (Jonason, Luevano, & Adams, 2012; Jonason, 
Slomski, & Partyka, 2012), bully (Dåderman & Ragnestål-Impola, 

2019), and sabotage (Baka, 2019) other members of their organizations 
(see also O'Boyle et al., 2012). The present study aims to further our 
understanding of the personality correlates of membership in GLOs by 
examining the association between the Dark Tetrad traits and mem-
bership in sororities and fraternities. 

There are at least four reasons to suspect the Dark Tetrad traits would 
be associated with membership in these organizations. First, the Dark 
Triad (i.e., the Dark Tetrad without everyday sadism; Paulhus & Wil-
liams, 2002) is associated with sensation seeking (Crysel et al., 2013; 
Glenn & Sellbom, 2015). Individuals high in these traits are, for 
example, more likely to engage in disordered gambling (Onyedire et al., 
2019; Trombly & Zeigler-Hill, 2017); abuse alcohol and other illicit 
drugs (Chabrol et al., 2017; Dinić et al., 2019; Stenason & Vernon, 
2016); play violent videos games (Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017; 
Williams et al., 2001); and drive in unsafe and aggressive ways (Ball 
et al., 2018; Endriulaitienė et al., 2018). It is plausible that individuals 
with antagonistic personality traits would be drawn to GLOs because 
they are attracted to the promise (imagined or not) of a “good time”. 

In a similar vein, individuals high in the Dark Tetrad may be drawn 
to GLOs because they see these organizations as a way to satisfy their 
desire for short-term sexual relationships. Numerous studies have indi-
cated that individuals high in the Dark Tetrad have what is known as an 
unrestricted sociosexual orientation: they tend to feel a greater desire for 
sex (Baughman et al., 2014); are less discerning when it comes to 
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choosing their sexual partners (Kay, 2021); and gravitate towards re-
lationships that require little commitment (Jonason, Luevano, & Adams, 
2012; Jonason, Slomski, & Partyka, 2012). As such, the reputation of 
sorority members as “promiscuous” (Wilson & Tollini, 2013) and fra-
ternity members as “womanizers” (Tollini & Wilson, 2010) may attract 
individuals high in the Dark Tetrad because they see these organizations 
as a way to meet new sexual partners. 

A third reason to suspect that the Dark Tetrad traits may be elevated 
among members of GLOs is that individuals high in these traits may see 
membership in these organizations as a way to boost their status, either 
while on campus (e.g., by being invited into a selective organization) or 
after graduating (e.g., by using their expanded social networks to secure 
higher-paying jobs). Although a desire for power seems to be a charac-
teristic that is shared among the Dark Triad traits (Jonason & Zeigler- 
Hill, 2018; Lee et al., 2013), it is perhaps most relevant to narcissism. 
Specifically, a key part of many conceptualizations of grandiose 
narcissism is a need to reinforce one's grandiose sense of self (Back et al., 
2013; Jones & Paulhus, 2011). It is, therefore, plausible that narcissistic 
individuals would be drawn to sororities and fraternities because they 
see these organizations as providing the opportunity to achieve greater 
status, thereby reaffirming their elevated sense of self-importance. This 
hasn't been formally studied, but a positive association between 
narcissism and membership in GLOs would align with previous research 
on the relationship between the Five-Factor Model traits (e.g., extra-
version, agreeableness, conscientiousness; Costa & McCrae, 1992) and 
membership in sororities and fraternities. Specifically, sorority and 
fraternity members tend to be more extraverted (e.g., gregarious, 
assertive, and daring) than their non-GLO counterparts (Armstrong & 
Grieve, 2015; Cole et al., 2003a, 2003b; Park et al., 2009). Since gran-
diose narcissism is defined, in part, by the presence of agentic extra-
version (Miller et al., 2016), we might expect that narcissism would also 
be associated with membership in GLOs. 

Finally, there is some evidence to suggest that sadism, in particular, 
would be elevated among members of GLOs. Sadism is characterized by 
the enjoyment of everyday acts of cruelty (Buckels et al., 2013). For 
example, sadistic individuals derive more pleasure from believing they 
have killed wood bugs and are more willing to expend effort on letter- 
counting tasks to inflict blasts of white noise on innocent others. It is, 
therefore, possible that sadistic individuals would be attracted to the 
prospect of engaging in the degrading and often dangerous initiation 
rituals found in some sororities and fraternities (e.g., depriving pro-
spective members of sleep; forcing prospective members to hold stress 
positions). Previous research has, in fact, shown that sadism is associ-
ated with a desire to haze members of one's group (Arteta-Garcia, 2015). 

Taken together, there appears to be a fair amount of evidence to 
suggest the Dark Tetrad traits would be elevated among members of 
GLOs. That said, there is also evidence to suggest the Dark Tetrad traits 
would not be elevated among members of GLOs. First, most studies 
examining the personality correlates of membership in GLOs have only 
found small and often non-significant associations between agreeable-
ness (e.g., tender-mindedness, honesty, modesty) and membership in 
these organizations (Armstrong & Grieve, 2015; Cole et al., 2003a, 
2003b). Low agreeableness—or, at least, some closely-related 
trait—appears to unite the four Dark Tetrad traits (Book et al., 2016; 
Vize et al., 2019). This doesn't necessarily mean that the Dark Tetrad 
traits could not be associated with membership in GLOs. It simply sug-
gests that, if they are associated with membership in GLOs, it would 
likely be due to the aspects of each trait that are not shared with the 
other traits (e.g., the agentic aspects of narcissism). 

Second, individuals high in Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and 
sadism express less of a need for affiliation (Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; 
Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 2018). Individuals high in these traits may, 
therefore, shy away from GLOs because they do not see the opportunity 
for social connection provided by these organizations as being particu-
larly desirable. In contrast, individuals high in grandiose narcissism tend 
to express a greater desire for affiliation (Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; 

Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 2018), providing additional (albeit incidental) 
evidence that narcissistic individuals would be drawn to these 
organizations. 

Finally, there is some evidence to suggest that psychopathy, specif-
ically, would be less common among members of GLOs. Psychopathic 
individuals tend to be less conscientious (e.g., self-disciplined, depend-
able, cautious; Muris et al., 2017),2 whereas members of GLOs tend to be 
more conscientious (Armstrong & Grieve, 2015; Cole et al., 2003b; but 
see also Cole et al., 2003b; Park et al., 2009). It could be the case that 
psychopathic individuals are viewed as too unreliable and reckless to be 
recruited into GLOs. 

In sum, there is both evidence to suggest that each of the Dark Tetrad 
traits would be associated with membership in GLOs and evidence to 
suggest that each of the Dark Tetrad traits would not be associated with 
membership in GLOs. As such, the present study takes an exploratory 
approach to the examination of the association between the Dark Tetrad 
traits and membership in these organizations. We do, however, feel 
comfortable making one prediction. Given that narcissism is associated 
with a greater desire for status (Back et al., 2013; Jones & Paulhus, 
2011) and affiliation (Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 
2018), as well as being the Dark Tetrad trait that is least associated 
with agreeableness (Muris et al., 2017), we suspect that narcissism 
would be elevated among members of sororities and fraternities. The 
present study aims, in part, to test this possibility. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

The data for the present study was drawn from five separate surveys 
administered between April 2019 and April 20213 at the University of 
Oregon. In total, 2941 undergraduate students completed the surveys. 
Participants who selected the same response to all items relevant to the 
present study were excluded (n = 37), as were participants who did not 
provide a response to the question about membership in a GLO (n =
692). To achieve gender-specific groups that were large enough to 
compare, participants identifying as neither a woman nor a man were 
also removed (n = 21). In the end, the sample included 2191 participants 
(M age = 19.53; SD age = 2.12; 68.14% women). Most participants 
identified as being non-Hispanic White (65.59%), with the next largest 
groups being Asian (12.00%), Hispanic or Latinx (9.22%), and mixed 
race (6.02%). With the present sample, a correlation as small as 0.06 
could be detected with 80.00% power. 

2.2. Materials and procedure 

Participants completed the Short Dark Tetrad (Paulhus et al., 2020), a 
28-item measure of Machiavellianism (e.g., “I love it when a tricky plan 
succeeds”), grandiose narcissism (e.g., “I like to show off every now and 
then”), psychopathy (e.g., “People who mess with me always regret it”), 
and everyday sadism (e.g., “I know how to hurt someone with words 
alone”). The participants responded to all items using a five-point Likert 
scale (1 = “Strongly disagree”; 5 = “Strongly agree”). Cronbach's alphas, 
average inter-item correlations, descriptive statistics, gender compari-
sons, and zero-order correlations among the Dark Tetrad traits are 
provided in Table 1. 

Participants were also asked, “Are you a new or fully-initiated 
member of a Greek Letter Organization (i.e., fraternity or sorority) at 
the University of Oregon?” Overall, 79.05% of the sample indicated that 

2 This association is especially pronounced when psychopathy is assessed 
using the Short Dark Tetrad (Paulhus et al., 2020; see Blötner et al., 2021), as is 
the case in the present study.  

3 Excluding data collected since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic did not 
meaningfully change any of the results presented here. 
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they were not a member of a GLO and 20.95% of the sample indicated 
that they were a member of a GLO. A 2 × 2 chi-square test indicated that 
there was a greater proportion of women in sororities (22.77%) than 
there were men in fraternities (17.05%), but the effect was quite small, 
χ2(1, N = 2191) = 9.41, p = .002, Φ = 0.07. 

3. Results 

A logistic regression model was used to predict membership in a GLO 
from a persons' levels of the Dark Tetrad traits.4 The results of the model 
(Table 2) indicated that participants with greater levels of narcissism 
were more likely to be members of GLOs, b = 0.75, 95% CI [0.56, 0.95], 
SE = 0.10, Wald = 7.58, p < .001. Specifically, for every one-unit in-
crease in grandiose narcissism, the odds of a participant being in a GLO 
increased by 2.13 times. In contrast, participants with greater levels of 
Machiavellianism (b = − 0.34, 95% CI [− 0.54, − 0.14], SE = 0.10, Wald 
= − 3.32, p < .001) and sadism (b = − 0.23, 95% CI [− 0.42, − 0.05], SE 
= 0.09, Wald = − 2.54, p = .011) were less likely to be members of GLOs. 
For every one-unit increase in Machiavellianism and sadism, the odds of 
a participant being in a GLO decreased by 0.71 times and 0.79 times, 
respectively. Psychopathy was not significantly associated with mem-
bership in a GLO, b = − 0.05, 95% CI [− 0.26, 0.16], SE = 0.11, Wald =
− 0.43, p = .665. 

4. Discussion 

Previous research has examined the association between various 
general personality traits and membership in GLOs (e.g., Armstrong & 
Grieve, 2015). The present study extends our knowledge of the per-
sonality correlates of membership in such organizations by examining 
the association of four antagonistic personality traits—Machiavellian-
ism, grandiose narcissism, psychopathy, and everyday sadism—with 

membership in sororities and fraternities. The results indicate that in-
dividuals high in grandiose narcissism are more likely to be members of 
GLOs, whereas those high in Machiavellianism and sadism are less likely 
to be members of GLOs. Psychopathy was not associated with mem-
bership in either sororities or fraternities. 

The finding for grandiose narcissism may not come as much of a 
surprise. Grandiose narcissism is associated with both a need to rein-
force a grandiose sense of self (Back et al., 2013; Jones & Paulhus, 2011) 
and a need for affiliation (Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; Jonason & Zeigler- 
Hill, 2018). Narcissistic individuals may, therefore, gravitate to GLOs 
because they see these organizations as a way to acquire status and 
expand their social networks. The present finding also aligns with pre-
vious work on general personality traits. Of the Five-Factor Model traits, 
extraversion demonstrates the greatest associations with membership in 
GLOs (Armstrong & Grieve, 2015; Cole et al., 2003a, 2003b; Park et al., 
2009), and narcissism is defined, in part, by agentic extraversion (Miller 
et al., 2016). 

The elevated levels of narcissism among GLO members may provide 
some benefits to these organizations. Narcissistic individuals tend to be 
more charismatic (Deluga, 1997), innovative (Kashmiri et al., 2017), 
influential (Goncalo et al., 2010), and, at least at zero-acquaintance, 
likeable (Back et al., 2010) than their non-narcissistic counterparts 
(see Campbell et al., 2011, or Fatfouta, 2019, for a review). These 
characteristics may prove beneficial when trying to establish new so-
rority or fraternity chapters, as well as when trying to recruit new 
members to existing chapters. That said, having narcissistic individuals 
in one's organization also carries numerous risks. For example, narcis-
sistic individuals are more likely to exploit and abuse other members of 
their organizations (O'Boyle et al., 2012), defraud their organizations 
(Blickle et al., 2006), and make risky policy decisions (Buyl et al., 2019), 
all of which could be disastrous for organizations that are often already 
in a precarious position with their home institutions. The present study 
takes an important first step in establishing an association between 
narcissism and membership in GLOs, but additional work will be 
required to understand the consequences that this has for these 
organizations. 

The negative association between Machiavellianism and member-
ship in GLOs also does not come as much of a surprise given the existing 
literature. Machiavellianism is negatively associated with both a need 
for affiliation (Jonason & Ferrell, 2016; Jonason & Zeigler-Hill, 2018) 
and—at least after accounting for narcissism and psychopathy-
—extraversion (Muris et al., 2017). It could be the case that Machia-
vellian individuals are too cold, aloof, and socially withdrawn to either 
want to join a GLO or be recruited into a GLO. Alternatively, Machia-
vellian individuals—given their penchant for manipulation (Rauthmann 
& Will, 2011)—may be seen as too conniving and duplicitous to be 
invited into these organizations. This could be because these behaviours 
make them unlikeable or because these behaviours are seen as a liability 
to the organization. 

The negative association between sadism and membership in GLOs is 
a bit harder to make sense of, especially given the association between 
sadism and hazing (Arteta-Garcia, 2015). That said, those high in 
everyday sadism may feel less of a desire to join these organizations 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, gender comparisons, and zero-order correlations for the Dark Tetrad traits.   

α rij  Mean (SD) t g 1. 2. 3. 

Overall Women Men 

1. Machiavellianism  0.69  0.24 3.16 (0.63) 3.07 (0.65) 3.34 (0.54)  − 9.96*  − 0.46 –   
2. Narcissism  0.73  0.28 2.93 (0.65) 2.85 (0.66) 3.09 (0.60)  − 8.26*  − 0.38 0.37* –  
3. Psychopathy  0.72  0.27 2.08 (0.64) 1.96 (0.59) 2.34 (0.66)  − 12.72*  ¡0.59 0.33* 0.39* – 
4. Sadism  0.76  0.30 2.40 (0.78) 2.14 (0.65) 2.97 (0.71)  − 25.91*  ¡1.20 0.48* 0.35* 0.54* 

Note. α is Cronbach's α. rij is the average correlation among the scale's items. g is Hedges' g. Hedges' gs greater than 0.50 are bolded. Zero-order correlations greater than 
0.30 are bolded. 

* p < .001. 

Table 2 
Predicting membership in GLOs from the Dark Tetrad traits.   

Logit 95% CI Odds ratio 95% CI 

Intercept  − 1.86** [− 2.50, − 1.24]  0.16 [0.08, 0.29] 
Machiavellianism  − 0.34** [− 0.54, − 0.14]  0.71 [0.58, 0.87] 
Narcissism  0.75** [0.56, 0.95]  2.13 [1.75, 2.59] 
Psychopathy  − 0.05 [− 0.26, 0.16]  0.96 [0.77, 1.18] 
Sadism  − 0.23* [− 0.42, − 0.05]  0.79 [0.66, 0.95] 

Note. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .001. 

4 We also specified a second model that included gender as a predictor, but 
there was substantial evidence against the adoption of this model (ΔBIC =
3.11). There was, likewise, substantial evidence against the adoption of a model 
that included the interaction between gender and the Dark Tetrad traits (ΔBIC 
= 19.08). 
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because they feel less of a need to affiliate with others (Jonason & 
Zeigler-Hill, 2018). Similarly, the psychological and physical cruelty 
typical of these individuals may make them unattractive as potential 
members of these organizations. There is, in fact, some evidence to 
suggest that sadistic individuals are viewed as less likeable than their 
non-sadistic counterparts (Rogers et al., 2018). 

4.1. Limitations and future directions 

The present study is not without its limitations. First, many of the 
effects identified here are quite small (Chen et al., 2010). We would 
encourage researchers to examine whether there are potentially more 
important determinants when it comes to membership in these organi-
zations. Second, the present study was cross-sectional (i.e., measure-
ment only occurred at one time), making it impossible to determine 
whether participants in sororities and fraternities are more narcissistic 
to begin with or whether they became more narcissistic after joining 
their respective organizations. Future longitudinal research could be 
undertaken to examine such possibilities. Third, narcissistic individuals 
have been known to engage in impression management (Kowalski et al., 
2018). It is possible that a narcissistic individual who did not receive an 
invitation to join a sorority or fraternity may, nevertheless, report that 
they are part of a sorority or fraternity to give the impression that they 
are more popular or more desirable than they actually are. Future efforts 
should make use of other sources of data—such as sorority and fraternity 
membership records—to avoid this possibility. Fourth, the present study 
used only a single measure of the Dark Tetrad traits (i.e., the Short Dark 
Tetrad; Paulhus et al., 2020). It is yet unclear whether the relations 
identified in the present study would hold for other conceptualizations 
of the Dark Tetrad traits. For example, it seems plausible that measures 
of psychopathy that include less content related to irresponsibility and 
recklessness and more content related to fearlessness and social potency 
(e.g., the Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised; Lilienfeld & 
Widows, 2005) would show positive associations with membership in 
GLOs. Finally, the Dark Tetrad traits were assessed as unidimensional 
constructs in the present study. It is, therefore, impossible to examine 
whether the effect of the Dark Tetrad traits on membership in GLOs 
varies depending on the exact aspect of the Dark Tetrad trait involved (e. 
g., narcissistic leadership/authority versus narcissistic entitlement/ 
exploitativeness). Future research could use multidimensional measures 
of the Dark Tetrad traits to provide insight into these relations. 

5. Conclusion 

The present study examined the association between the Dark Tetrad 
traits and membership in GLOs among 2191 undergraduate students at 
the University of Oregon. While those scoring high in narcissism were 
more likely to be members of sororities and fraternities, those scoring 
high in Machiavellianism and sadism were less likely to be members of 
sororities and fraternities. Future work will be required to examine why 
these differences exist, but the current study takes an important first step 
in identifying the antagonistic personality traits common to members of 
GLOs. 
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