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Intrasexual selection is a mechanism of evolution that explains same-sex competitive
behaviors. For women, the use of nonphysical competitive strategies is thought to be
selected for due to the high cost associated with direct physical competition. Women
incorporate competitive strategies, such as verbal and indirect aggression (i.e., gossiping
and rumor spreading), to be able to target and compete with same-sex counterparts.
Nonetheless, dark personality traits also correlate with competitive sexual behaviors, as
individuals who score higher on psychopathy and Machiavellianism are more likely to
engage in intrasexual competition due to their reliance on the use of manipulation and
derogative behaviors. The current study investigated women’s use of aggressive strategies
in a Hispanic sample. Women (N = 136) completed the Intrasexual Competition
Scale, Dark Tetrad (i.e., psychopathy, sadism, narcissism, and Machiavellianism), and
Direct/Indirect Aggression Scale (Mini-DIAS). The findings showed that psychopathy
predicted women’s use of physical, verbal, and indirect aggression, while sadism
predicted the use of verbal aggression. These findings add to research on the type of
aggressive strategies that women utilize in intrasexual competitive contests and account
for the unique role of dark personality traits.
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This study suggests that women’s use of physical, verbal, and indirect aggressive
behaviors is associated with higher levels of psychopathy.
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Intrasexual competition is a mechanism of
evolution where members of the same sex com-
pete for access to members of the opposite sex
(Andersson, 1994). In women, competitive tactics
are less direct and physical, and they often rely
on using more indirect and covert strategies
(Campbell, 2013). These include relying on
verbal aggression and indirect aggression, such
as spreading rumors and gossiping about other

women (Davis et al., 2019). Furthermore, person-
ality factors, such as the “dark personality traits,”
have been associated with intrasexual competition
(Carter et al., 2014; M. Lyons et al., 2019), per-
haps aiding in the implementation of rival deroga-
tion strategies. In the current study, we investigate
the role of dispositional intrasexual competition
and dark tetrad traits (i.e., sadism, psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and narcissism) associated

Tania Reynolds served as action editor.

Ray Garza () https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4307-2680

No funding was provided. The authors have no relevant
financial or nonfinancial interests to disclose. The data are
available upon request. The data were analyzed using the
Jamovi program. The file is available upon request.

Ray Garza and Jenna D. Arsuaga served as lead role for

conceptualization, methodology, and investigation. Ray
Garza, Jenna D. Arsuaga, and Farid Pazhoohi all contributed
equally to data analysis, writing, and editing.

Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Ray Garza, Department of Psychology and
Communication, Texas A&M International University, 5201
University Boulevard, Laredo, TX 78041, United States.
Email: ray.garza@tamiu.edu


https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395.supp
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4307-2680
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4307-2680
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4307-2680
mailto:ray.garza@tamiu.edu
mailto:ray.garza@tamiu.edu
mailto:ray.garza@tamiu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395
https://doi.org/10.1037/ebs0000395

minated broadly.
reserved.

llied publishers.

r one of its

o for text and d

All rights, includin

2 GARZA, ARSUAGA, AND PAZHOOHI

with women’s aggressive strategies. Considering
that women who are more competitive derogate
their rivals more (M. Fisher et al., 2009), under-
standing how this relationship exists sheds new
insight into women’s sociality.

Obligatory parental investment (e.g., 9-month
gestational process) in women makes using direct
physical confrontation costly (Bjorkqvist, 1994;
Campbell & Cross, 2012), as women may harm
themselves and their offspring in a competitive
confrontation. Indirect methods that can maxi-
mize harm with little cost to the perpetrator
would have been a more favorable approach in
intrasexual competition. These strategies (verbal
& indirect aggression) can have long-lasting
consequences to a target, which may benefit the
perpetrator when competing intrasexually. For
instance, women are more likely to use gossip
as an indirect strategy to spread rumors and
harm a potential target (Davis et al., 2019).
Rumor spreading has been shown to be effective,
as men are more likely to consider the per-
petrator of an indirect act as more attractive and
be less likely to interact with the woman at the
receiving end of the strategy (M. L. Fisher &
Cox, 2009).

Because men prioritize attractive features in
women, women may directly target competitors
who are attractive (Fink et al., 2014). By directly
targeting attractive women, competitive women
may be eliminating potential threats to themselves,
which may in turn provide more opportunities in
mate choice. Cues of same-sex competition have
been suggested to drive the use of verbal and indi-
rect competitive tactics in women. Research
shows that women are less likely to consider
other women as attractive, intelligent, and friendly
and are more likely to guard their partners if
primed with information about a partner threat
scenario (M. L. Fisher & Archibald, 2022).
They are also more likely to derogate others, allo-
cate blame to targeted women, and less likely to
befriend them (M. L. Fisher & Archibald, 2022).
Moreover, women are less likely to introduce
their current partner to another woman with attrac-
tive breast morphology when primed with infor-
mation about their partners interested in another
woman (Garza et al., 2021). In addition to cues
of same-sex competition, individual differences
in women’s dispositional intrasexual competition,
as measured by the intrasexual competition scale
(Buunk & Fisher, 2009), have been shown to
facilitate derogation tactics. Dispositional traits

of intrasexual competition include attitudes and
beliefs about considering attractive women threat-
ening, derogating other women, and preferring
that men find oneself more attractive than other
women (Buunk & Fisher, 2009). Higher competi-
tion levels correlate with increased gossip and
favorable attitudes toward it (Davis et al., 2018).
‘Women who score higher on intrasexual competi-
tion are more likely to consider other women as
sexually receptive,which may in turn trigger dero-
gation strategies (Pazhoohi et al., 2022). Other
research also shows that women who rate them-
selves higher on attractiveness are more likely to
use competitor derogation and self-promotion
strategies when competing intrasexually (M.
Fisher et al., 2009). Overall, the use of covert
methods of competing with members of the
same sex can serve as a useful strategy that may
work well at harming rivals and mitigating poten-
tial threats.

Physical aggression in women is less favored
compared to indirect or verbal derogation tactics.
Compared to men, women are less likely to be
involved in a physical fight (Nivette et al.,
2019), but physical retaliation is often predicated
on being targeted or attacked by other women
using covert strategies. For instance, being tar-
geted using verbal tactics about one’s body
appearance (e.g., being called ugly and fat) may
trigger physical confrontation (Campbell, 2013).
Other factors that contribute to women’s physical
aggression are attacks on one’s sexual reputation
(e.g., slut and whore; Campbell, 1995), jealousy
(Ness, 2004), and competition for desirable
mates (Ness, 2004). One study showed that female
physical aggression was associated with other
females showing interest in their current partner
(Irwin & Adler, 2012). A lack of available mates
coupled with ecological scarcity (i.e., low socioe-
conomic status) may drive physical confrontation,
as women competing for mates with resources
may benefit from physical aggression (Taylor,
1993). In the present study, we add the use of
physical aggression as an outcome variable to bet-
ter comprehend women’s strategies in relation to
personality and intrasexual competition factors.

Personality factors also correlate with the propen-
sity to be competitive and target others (Buunk
et al., 2017). Research has shown that “dark”
personality traits, including Machiavellianism,
psychopathy, and narcissism, are associated with
intrasexual competitive behaviors (M. Lyons
et al., 2019). Dark traits include manipulation
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and callousness, which are traits that are consid-
ered important in competing with same-sex rivals.
Machiavellianism involves manipulation and
deception (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), psychopa-
thy is linked to impulsivity and emotional detach-
ment (Goncalves & Campbell, 2014), and
narcissism is characterized by entitlement and a
need for attention (Goncalves & Campbell,
2014). Recently, the incorporation of sadism, or
the propensity to enjoy violent entertainment
and inflict minor societal harms, has been
included to form the Dark Tetrad (Jones &
Paulhus, 2014).

From an evolutionary perspective, dark per-
sonality traits can be adaptive, as individuals
who score high on these traits may be better at
exploitative strategies and manipulate their envi-
ronments more successfully, resulting in more
control of the outcomes (Jonason et al., 2010).
Those high on dark traits may overlook reciproc-
ity, lack emotional commitment, outperform oth-
ers, and act in a manner that harms others
(Furnham et al., 2013). Given their degree of
genetic heritability (Vernon et al., 2008), dark
traits are considered to confer fitness advantages
in some circumstances.

Elements of the dark tetrad traits can amplify
the use of competitive behaviors. Individuals
with dark tetrad traits may be better able to
implement competitive mating strategies and
utilize them more frequently due to their person-
ality styles (Carter et al., 2014). Dark triad traits
positively predict intrasexual competitiveness in
a social media setting (M. Lyons et al., 2019).
Machiavellianism has been shown to be associ-
ated with utilizing more rude comments, while
those high in narcissism are more likely to use
attention-seeking behaviors, such as wanting
to outshine others (Goncalves & Campbell,
2014). Psychopathy has been shown to be asso-
ciated with damaging the reputation of others
(Goncalves & Campbell, 2014), in addition to
using more intrasexual competitive tactics
(Jonason et al., 2014). Moreover, women who
score high on the dark triad traits are more likely
to engage in sexual competitiveness, such as
using enhancement behaviors and coercive
behaviors to access mates at the expense of
other women (Carter et al., 2014). Previous
research suggests that women’s same-sex com-
petitive behavior is interconnected with intra-
sexual competition, dark tetrad traits, and
aggressive behaviors. While existing literature

indicates bidirectional relationships among
these factors, research on the role of dark tetrad
traits and dispositional intrasexual competition
on women’s aggressive behaviors is limited.
Thus, this study investigates women’s aggres-
sive behaviors as a function of dispositional
intrasexual competition and dark tetrad traits.
The present study examines the associations
between intrasexual competition, dark tetrad
traits, and aggressive behaviors (i.e., physical,
verbal, and indirect aggression). Although past
research has suggested that women resort to
nonphysical aggression compared to men in
same-sex contests, we included the physical
aggression measure for this study as an added
component. Some research has pointed to wom-
en’s use of physical aggression as a retaliatory
measure when facing derogation (Campbell,
2013), and dark tetrad traits, such as psychopa-
thy, correlate with physical aggression in
women (Thomson et al., 2021). Although we
acknowledge that women are less likely to
implement physical aggression (Bjorkqvist,
2018), we included the physical aggression
component of the indirect/aggression scale to
provide a comprehensive overview of overall
aggression. We test whether intrasexual compe-
tition and dark tetrad traits predict aggressive
behaviors in women, and we hypothesize that
intrasexual competition and dark tetrad traits
will positively predict the use of physical, ver-
bal, and indirect aggression.

Method

Participants

A G*Power analysis using five predictors
(intrasexual competition and four dark tetrad
traits) with an o of .05 and 80% power indicated
a sample size of 135 participants would be suffi-
cient to detect a small to medium effect size
( f2 =0.10, r = .30). One-hundred and thirty-six
(M =23.18, SD=6.11) self-identified hetero-
sexual women participated in this online
study. Participants were from a predominantly
Hispanic-serving undergraduate institution in
South Texas (Texas A&M International
University), and they received course credit for
their participation. One hundred and thirty-two
women identified as being Hispanic of Mexican
descent, and four participants indicated other in
their ethnic identification.
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Materials
Intrasexual Competition Scale

We assessed individual differences in intrasex-
ual competition in women using the Intrasexual
Competition Scale (Buunk & Fisher, 2009). It is
a 12-item measure, which includes items such as
“I can’t stand it when I meet another woman
who is more attractive than I am,” with response
options varying from 1= strongly disagree to
7 = strongly agree. Higher scores on this measure
indicate more competitive behaviors within the
same sex. The measure demonstrated good reli-
ability, Cronbach’s oo = .88. We used the average
score of the Intrasexual Competition Scale to indi-
cate intrasexual competition.

Short Dark Tetrad (SD4)

The SD4 (Paulhus et al., 2021) is a 28-item scale
that measures the traditional dark triad traits (i.e.,
psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism)
with the inclusion of sadism. It includes items
that create four separate subscales, such as
“Manipulating the situation takes planning”
(Machiavellianism), “T have exceptional qualities”
(narcissism), “I’ve been in trouble with the law”
(psychopathy), and “Some people deserve to
suffer” (sadism). All items are measured on a
1-5 Likert scale where response options vary
from 1 =strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree. Cronbach’s alpha values were o= .68
for Machiavellianism, o = .74 for narcissism,
o=.71 for psychopathy, and o= .81 for sad-
ism, supporting the reliability of the instrument
for assessing the dark tetrad traits.

Direct and Indirect Aggression Scale
(Mini-DIAS)

The Mini-DIAS (Osterman, 2010) was used to
measure women’s experiences with being a perpe-
trator of aggressive tactics such as physical, verbal,
and indirect aggressiveness. It is a three-item mea-
sure that includes items, such as “have you, for
example, hit, kicked, or shoved someone else?”
(physical), “have you, for example, yelled at
someone, called someone bad names, or said hurt-
ful things to someone?” (verbal), and “have you,
for example, gossiped maliciously about some-
one, spread harmful rumors about someone, or
tried to socially exclude someone?” (indirect).
The response options for the scale vary from
1 = never to 5 =very often. The instrument can

be assessed individually, as each item pertains to
a different type of aggression, or it can be assessed
as a composite to indicate overall aggression.

Procedure

The study was approved by the institutional
review board (2023-10-10). Participants were
allowed to sign up for the study using the uni-
versity’s SONA recruitment system. Upon con-
sent, they completed a series of demographic
questions, which assessed age, biological sex
(male, female, nonbinary, prefer not to answer),
sexual orientation (heterosexual, bisexual,
homosexual, prefer not to disclose), and ethnic-
ity (American Indian, Black, Pacific Islander,
White, and Hispanic). Once complete with
demographic questions, they were directed to
complete the intrasexual competition scale,
SD4, and the Mini-DIAS. The study took
approximately 15 min to complete.

Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and
zero-order correlations between intrasexual com-
petition, dark tetrad, and aggression measures.
All subscales for the dark tetrad measures
were significantly different from each other,
F(3, 405)=187.00, p <.001, n3=.51, where
women scored higher on Machiavellianism com-
pared to narcissism (Cohen’s d = 0.59, p < .001),
sadism (Cohen’s d=1.75, p<.001), and
psychopathy (Cohen’s d=2.06, p <.001).
Narcissism was significantly different compared
to psychopathy (Cohen’s d=1.46, p <.001)
and sadism (Cohen’s d=1.15, p <.001), and
psychopathy and sadism (Cohen’s d= —0.30,
p =.007) were significantly different from each
other. Intrasexual competition was positively
associated with Machiavellianism, sadism, and
psychopathy but not narcissism. Additionally,
intrasexual competition was positively associated
with verbal and indirect aggression, but not phys-
ical aggression. Women’s self-reported use of ver-
bal aggression was positively associated with the
use of physical aggression but not indirect aggres-
sion. Furthermore, Machiavellianism, psychopa-
thy, and sadism were positively associated with
being verbally and physically aggressive, while
psychopathy and narcissism were positively asso-
ciated with using indirect aggression. Lastly,
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Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations Between Intrasexual Competition, Dark Tetrad Traits, and

Aggression Measures

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Intrasexual competition —
2. Machiavellianism 25%x —
3. Narcissism .14 25%* —
4. Psychopathy 30%%* 50k 3wk —
5. Sadism AR A2k .05 AGHHE —
6. Verbal aggression 27 HEE 22%% 35HkE 36%%* 38Hk* —
7. Indirect aggression 20% 12 35 35HE 13 33HE —
8. Physical aggression .08 26%* .03 Kk 325k 43k .03 —
M 1.77 3.24 2.81 1.75 1.97 2.33 1.69 1.49
SD 0.90 0.65 0.72 0.65 0.94 0.87 0.83 0.69
*p<.05. ®Ep<.0l. ***p< 001.

sadism was positively associated with verbal and
physical aggression.

Regression Analyses

A regression analysis was conducted to under-
stand the unique contributions of intrasexual
competition and dark tetrad traits predicting
women’s aggression. All variables were mean-
centered, and there were no issues with multicol-
linearity (VIFs <2). All three models signifi-
cantly predicted overall aggression. Table 2
presents the summary of the regression models.
Psychopathy remained a significant predictor,
where high levels of psychopathy were associ-
ated with the use of physical, verbal, and indirect
aggression. Additionally, for verbal aggression,
narcissism was a negative predictor, suggesting
that higher levels of narcissistic traits were asso-
ciated with less use of verbal aggression. Sadism

Table 2
Multiple Regression Using Intrasexual Competition
Behavior (Physical, Verbal, and Indirect Aggression)

was predictive of the use of verbal aggression,
and marginally (p = .05) associated with using
physical aggression.

As an exploratory analysis, we ran a series of
mediation models to test if the mechanism of intra-
sexual competition would explain the relationship
between the dark tetrad traits and women’s
aggressive behaviors. Because dark tetrad traits
are heritable (Vernon et al., 2008), and intrasexual
competition is a mating-related variable associated
with reproductive potential, we included the dark
tetrad traits as the first variable in the mediation
chain (DT — Intrasexual Competition Scale —
aggressive behaviors), intrasexual competition as
the mediator, and aggressive behaviors as depen-
dent variables. The mediation models were run
using the jamovi Advanced Mediation Models
module in JAMOVI. All mediation models were
not significant (indirect pathways ps>.05),
which indicated that the pathway of the dark tetrad

and Dark Tetrad Traits Predicting Each Aggressive

Physical aggression

Verbal aggression Indirect aggression

Variable b (SE) p b (SE) p b (SE) p
Intercept 1.48 (0.05) <001 2.33 (0.06) <.001%*% 1.69 (0.06) <.001%:*%
Intrasexual competition ~ —0.007 (0.006) 21 0.01 (0.007) .16 0.01 (0.007) 15
Machiavellianism 0.008 (0.01) 55 0.003 (0.01) 85 —0.01 (0.01) 35
Narcissism —0.01 (0.01) 29 —0.03 (0.01) 04 0.005 (0.01) 73
Psychopathy 0.05 (0.01) <001 0.05 (0.01) 006%* 0.06 (0.01) <.001%:*%
Sadism 0.02 (0.01) .05 0.03 (0.01) 03 —0.007 (0.01) 15
F 7.12 <.001#%% 7.26 <.001%%% 429 001
R’ .19 19 11
*p< 05, *Fp< 0l *p< 001.
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traits to aggressive behaviors was not explained
via the pathway of intrasexual competition (see
the online supplemental materials).

Discussion

The current study examined the relationships
between intrasexual competition, dark tetrad
traits, and aggression (i.e., physical, verbal, and
indirect) in women. Similar to previous research
(Carter et al.,, 2014; Goncalves & Campbell,
2014; M. Lyons et al., 2019; Semenyna et al.,
2019), we found that intrasexual competition
was positively associated with dark tetrad traits,
psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and sadism.
Intrasexual competition was not associated
with narcissism. This is in line with previous
work suggesting that narcissism is associated
with self-promotion strategies in attracting
mates (M. Lyons et al., 2019), rather than consid-
ering other women as potential threats.

Moreover, our model showed that psychopathy
was a significant positive predictor of physical,
verbal, and indirect aggression, while narcissism
and sadism were significant predictors of verbal
aggression. Regarding the former, women with
higher levels of psychopathy were more likely to
self-report using all three aggressive behaviors.
Psychopathy has been shown to be associated
with being cold and emotionally void, and due
to their lack of empathy and concern for others,
some women may be better at implementing
their use of derogating other women (Hare,
2003). This finding is in line with other research
showing that women who score high on psychop-
athy are more likely to attempt to damage the rep-
utation of their rivals (Goncalves & Campbell,
2014). Additionally, women who scored high on
psychopathy also reported using more physical
aggression toward other women. Although there
is a cost associated with overt aggression in
women compared to men (Bjorkqvist, 1994),
research has shown that psychopathy in women
is associated with more physical aggressive tac-
tics, albeit dependent upon a history of abuse
(Thomson et al., 2021). Furthermore, we showed
that sadism was associated with intrasexual com-
petition and using verbal but not indirect aggres-
sion. Sadist traits are associated with enjoying
the suffering and harming of others (Jones &
Paulhus, 2014). This discrepancy in verbal and
indirect aggression may be due to the presence
of enjoying the harm directed at another

individual. In verbal aggression, women may see
the effects of their actions targeting another
woman, such as yelling at her in the present.
However, indirect aggression may be more covert
and rely on time for its effectiveness, such as wait-
ing for a rumor or gossip to spread, therefore
delaying its gratification.

The findings from the current study shed light
on women’s use of aggressive strategies. These
strategies are more common in women who
have a psychological system that aids in engaging
in competitive tactics. That is, psychopathy may
motivate women to use physical, verbal, and
indirect aggressive tactics in same-sex competi-
tion. Psychopathy is associated with placing
less value on moral foundations and collective
interests (Jonason et al., 2015); therefore, this
may imply that psychopathy may ease social
repercussions from derogating other women.
Psychopathy has been shown to be associated
with intrasexual competition (Jonason et al.,
2014) and with willingness to damage others’
reputations (Goncalves & Campbell, 2014).
These derogation tactics are known to be effec-
tive because the use of direct physical confronta-
tion may be more costly in women compared to
men (Bjorkqvist, 1994). It could also be argued
that if there are repercussions from other
women for using physical, verbal, and indirect
aggression, then women with dark tetrad traits
may be more likely to mitigate repercussions
received from others. Psychopathy and narcis-
sism have been shown to be related to using gos-
sip as a form of group protection and in damaging
the reputation of other women (M. T. Lyons &
Hughes, 2015). Therefore, it is possible that
women with these dark traits may be more likely
to retaliate if targeted or when being the aggres-
sor against other women.

To the best of our knowledge, the associations
between intrasexual competition, dark tetrad
traits, and types of aggression (i.e., physical,
verbal, and indirect) have not been explored.
The findings add to existing literature on how
women use aggressive tactics as a function of dis-
positional intrasexual competition and dark per-
sonality traits. These findings suggest that some
women who hold traits that promote a lack of
empathy are more prone to act out aggressively,
perhaps to be successful in an intrasexual
competitive display. Additionally, research on
sadism and its role in rival derogation remains
unexplored. It has been shown that sadism is
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associated with traditional bullying and cyber-
bullying behaviors (van Geel et al., 2017), but
its link to types of aggressive behaviors targeted
toward rivals is limited. Here, we add that sadism
is associated with dispositional levels of intrasex-
ual competition, and sadism predicts the use of
verbal aggression.

The current study relied on a small female
sample, limiting generalizability across sexes.
A much larger sample would be beneficial in
making stronger predictions and in assessing
potential mechanisms involved in these rela-
tionships. Previous studies have shown that
intrasexual competition is associated with dark
triad traits in both sexes (M. Lyons et al.,
2019); therefore, exploring the links between
men’s and women’s intrasexual competition,
dark tetrad traits, and rival derogation measures
is warranted. This study only used dispositional
measures of intrasexual competition and aggres-
sion that assessed previous uses of physical, ver-
bal, and indirect aggression. Future research can
incorporate experimental primes to increase the
saliency of competition and assess the use of
derogation tactics on a potential rival. Another
limitation is the use of self-report measures,
making responses confounded by social desir-
ability. Avoiding detection is instrumental in
women’s competition (Benenson, 2013); how-
ever, it is possible that women higher on dark
tetrad traits may be more comfortable in report-
ing their use of aggression. Assessing implicit
methods of aggression to avoid social desirabil-
ity would be a fruitful avenue of research to con-
sider. It is also important to note that women
use covert methods in gossiping and intrasexual
competition, such as displaying nonverbal cues
(i.e., disgust) to express exclusion (Krems et al.,
2024) and sharing information about other
women while expressing concern rather than
malice (Reynolds et al., 2025). Furthermore,
the use of a college-aged sample limits general-
izability to nonstudent populations. Another
avenue for future studies would be to investigate
the different types of competition, such as
comparing the use of rival derogation (verbal
& indirect) and self-promotion as a function of
dispositional levels of intrasexual competition
and dark tetrad traits. In conclusion, our find-
ings suggest that dark personality traits, more
specifically psychopathy, are uniquely associ-
ated with predicting the use of aggressing
against rivals.
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