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EMERGING PERSONALITY IN

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE:
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE

DEVELOPMENT OF NARCISSISM 
AND MACHIAVELLIANISM

JENNIFER L. TACKETT AND SARAH MACKRELL

As long as psychological researchers have worked toward characterizing
and understanding human personality, the belief has existed that individual
differences can yield important information that can aid in the prediction of
specific behaviors or outcomes. Childhood personality offers the potential to
better understand, even predict, outcomes such as academic achievement,
success in interpersonal relationships, and resiliency to the development of
psychopathology. Increased attention to individual differences in children
will have significant implications at the level of individual outcomes but also
for outcomes at the level of the family, school, neighborhood, and society as
a whole. The theoretical history and emerging evidence regarding the relevance
of narcissism and Machiavellianism in the psychological functioning of children
are presented in this volume. Here, we briefly set the stage for this discussion
by describing important issues for conceptualizing individual differences 
in childhood and adolescence.
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A PERSONALITY TAXONOMY FOR YOUTH

Researchers have noted conceptual complications in establishing age-
appropriate models of personality structure in childhood when developmental
changes are occurring rapidly (Martin, Wisenbaker, & Huttunen, 1994). In
recent years, an increasing number of attempts have been made to better
understand how a taxonomy of personality in childhood might be structured.
Much of this work has been theoretical in nature, providing updated integrated
reviews of the literature (e.g., Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005; Shiner, 1998;
Tackett, 2006; Tackett & Krueger, 2005). This work also includes two notable
attempts at creating an empirically based measure for personality in childhood
(Halverson et al., 2003; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 2002) and a recent empirical
study examining the hierarchical structure of personality in middle childhood
(Tackett, Krueger, Iacono, & McGue, 2008). Taken together, these works
converge on a higher order model for childhood personality that largely
resembles the five-factor model (FFM; Costa & McCrae, 1998; Halverson
et al., 2003; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 2002). The five factors in the FFM are
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, and Openness
to Experience (e.g., Goldberg, 1990). Extraversion is a trait characterized by
sociability, talkativeness, and energy. Agreeableness is represented by char-
acteristics such as friendliness, cooperativeness, and empathy. Neuroticism is
characterized by anxiety, passivity, and depression. Conscientiousness includes
characteristics such as diligence, self-discipline, and responsibility. Openness to
Experience is characterized by originality and holding nontraditional beliefs.

Some remaining questions that should be addressed in future work
concern the higher order traits of agreeableness and openness in particular,
with some indications that their analogs in childhood appear to be defined
more narrowly than their adult model counterparts (Halverson et al., 2003;
Mervielde & De Fruyt, 2002; Tackett et al., 2008). Specifically, agreeableness
typically emerges as agreeable compliance in younger age groups, although
this is the likely domain under which lower order traits such as narcissism and
Machiavellianism would fall. For example, measures of childhood narcissism
have shown connections with aggressive tendencies (Barry et al., 2007; Thomaes,
Stegge, Bushman, Olthof, & Denissen, 2008). Work investigating features of
adolescent psychopathy most likely related to narcissism (e.g., glibness, inter-
personally manipulative, lacking empathy) has found a relationship primarily
with low agreeableness as well (Lynam et al., 2005). Thus, work toward
integrating narcissism and Machiavellianism into broader structural models
may also serve to broaden the agreeableness construct and rectify current
measurement limitations in childhood personality research.

Further, establishing an overarching structure requires demonstration of
reliability, stability, and utility of such traits. Specifically, longitudinal data are
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necessary to establish whether such a structure is stable across the entire child-
hood period. This issue certainly holds for narcissism and Machiavellianism,
which could be construed as pathological throughout the life span or as exag-
gerations of normal developmental processes during specific developmental
periods such as adolescence (Tackett, Balsis, Oltmanns, & Krueger, 2009).
Thus, although research is beginning to reveal a potential structural model of
higher order traits in youth, many empirical questions remain regarding the
content and measurement of such constructs, identification of a general struc-
ture of lower order traits, and demonstration of their potential utility. Recent
research has provided an additional bridge across the developmental period
of adolescence, with cross-cultural evidence that the FFM provides a psycho-
metrically sound framework for describing individual differences in youth
(De Fruyt et al., 2009).

To further complicate the application of adult individual difference
research to children, much work investigating individual differences in children
has been conducted within the domain of temperament, whereas similar
research with adult populations has investigated the domain of personality.
However, distinctions between these domains remain unclear (e.g., Caspi et al.,
2005; Tackett, 2006), in part because of both a lack of consensus regarding
the structural model of personality to be investigated in younger age groups
and a lack of empirical investigations linking these domains. Temperament is
typically defined as a small subset of traits that are largely biologically influenced,
are present from birth, and represent the whole of personality at very early
ages (Rothbart & Bates, 1998; Shiner, 1998; Tackett, 2006). Whereas adult
personality researchers have largely converged on a five-factor model of
personality, researchers interested in younger populations have been and
remain much more fragmented in their perspectives on the primary constructs
to study (Caspi et al., 2005). To some extent, this disagreement may reflect
a tendency to assign different names to similar constructs, which results 
in a fragmented literature with impaired communication across measures,
researchers, and results (Rothbart, Ahadi, & Evans, 2000). Thus, there is a
clear need for a unifying framework in childhood and adolescence to allow
organization and integration of empirical findings and to facilitate com-
munication between researchers within the field and in other disciplines
(Tackett, 2006), both for higher and lower order individual difference domains.
For example, efforts to derive child measures of narcissism directly from adult
tools (see Chapter 4, this volume) may facilitate the integration of empirical
findings across developmental periods, but further work is needed to deter-
mine if such an integration best captures the manifestation of narcissism
prior to adulthood.

One important distinction between researchers in these areas is on
the number of higher order traits to study across the life span. Specifically,
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temperament models in early childhood have typically measured a three-factor
structure of traits reflecting positive emotionality (similar to Extraversion
in the FFM), negative emotionality (similar to Neuroticism), and effortful
control (similar to Conscientiousness/constraint; Rothbart, Ahadi, Hershey,
& Fisher, 2001). It is important that this structure is theoretically over-
lapping with prominent three-factor structures of personality in adulthood
(Tellegen, 2000). It is likely that the fourth factor in the FFM, Agreeableness,
is also related to effortful control (Caspi & Shiner, 2006). The fifth factor,
Openness to Experience, is perhaps the most controversial, with no clear
counterpart in temperament models and some suggestions that it does not
emerge as a personality trait until later in life (Lamb et al., 2002). The debate
over the best number of factors at the higher order level parallels a similar
debate that previously occurred in the adult literature (Markon, Krueger,
& Watson, 2005). A recent study of the hierarchical nature of higher order
traits in middle childhood (Tackett et al., 2008) paralleled recent work in
adults (Markon et al., 2005) by demonstrating empirical relationships among
three-, four-, and five-factor models of personality/temperament and by
emphasizing that these models should not be considered mutually exclusive
of one another.

IMPORTANCE OF LOWER ORDER TRAITS

A specific area that is underdeveloped within this relatively new domain
of research inquiry is the content and structure of lower order personality
traits in middle childhood. For example, conscientiousness might be broken
down into more narrowly defined categories, such as orderliness, achievement
orientation, control over one’s surroundings, and norm-abiding tendencies.
Relying on higher order personality traits in the prediction of behavior may
result in the loss of important information specific to each lower order trait.
Currently, lower order traits or facets have been identified in the developing
measures of childhood personality (Halverson et al., 2003; Mervielde &
De Fruyt, 2002), but there is no consensus on which lower order traits should
be included in a comprehensive taxonomy or whether such lower order
personality traits in childhood might offer predictive utility beyond higher
order personality traits at younger ages. Although research thus far has focused
on establishing a higher order structure of personality in middle childhood,
with less attention paid to identifying and measuring lower order traits, research
on adult populations has shown that lower order personality traits may offer
more information and better discriminant validity when predicting behavioral
outcomes (e.g., Paunonen & Ashton, 2001), with preliminary evidence that
they also offer incremental validity in prediction of outcomes in middle child-
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hood (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 2004; Tackett, 2007). Focusing only on the higher
order trait level may mask such relationships.

Psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism have been dubbed the
Dark Triad of personality (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), yet the research on
psychopathy in youth has so far out-paced that of the other two corners of the
triad—the following presentations notwithstanding. Research has supported
a link between personality and psychopathic characteristics in children and
adolescents, specifically with callous-unemotional traits negatively related to
the Agreeable and Conscientious dimensions of the Big Five (Essau, Sasagawa,
& Frick, 2006). One study found that Machiavellianism scores were related
to high levels of psychoticism (a personality trait subsuming some aggressive/
antagonistic characteristics) and neuroticism in middle childhood (Sutton &
Keogh, 2001). These findings, along with research noting moderate stability
of psychopathic characteristics, including psychopathy-linked narcissism
(Barry, Barry, Deming, & Lochman, 2008; Lynam, Caspi, Moffitt, Loeber, &
Stouthamer-Loeber, 2007), during childhood and into adulthood emphasize the
importance of further study on early precursors to psychopathic characteristics.
Conceptualizing the so-called Dark Triad within existing personality theory
frameworks may aid such efforts. This early work already offers some suggestions
regarding how narcissistic and Machiavellian traits might be integrated into
broader structural models of childhood personality, but further work in this
area is clearly needed.

MEASUREMENT OF PERSONALITY IN YOUTH

To date, personality measurement in middle childhood and early ado-
lescence has been undermined by flaws idiosyncratic to particular measures
and/or informants. The most common form of measurement in personality
research is the paper–pencil questionnaire. In recent work on childhood
personality, questionnaires have been designed primarily for parent or teacher
report. In research on children, a number of measurement-related issues arise,
with a crucial question being, Who reports best on what? In the childhood
psychopathology literature, children’s self-reports are often considered too
error ridden to provide reliable and valid information. On the other hand,
it could be argued that some constructs—narcissism among them—may be
uniquely suited for self-report in that self-perception is most accurately assessed
by one’s own report. Further, reports obtained from different informants on
childhood psychopathology are often at odds with one another (e.g., Achenbach
& McConaughy, 1997).

The question of informants is accompanied by the related question of
how the information should be gathered. Researchers have used innovative
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laboratory methods to collect information on personality, for example, by
crafting behavioral tasks designed to elicit variable responses as a function of
temperament (e.g., Murray & Kochanska, 2002) and by having observers rate
“thin slices” of individual behavior elicited in specific laboratory situations
(e.g., Borkenau, Mauer, Riemann, Spinath, & Angleitner, 2004). However,
similar to themes noted previously, these more extensive observational methods
have focused on early childhood and adulthood with little evidence of how
they might apply to middle childhood. The question of measurement may
be particularly relevant to current disagreement about which higher order
and lower order traits to study in early age groups (Tackett et al., 2008). For
example, the difficulty in differentiating aspects of agreeableness from con-
scientiousness in early childhood may partly reflect reporter bias on the part
of the parents and teachers rather than a true lack of agreeableness-related
behaviors at these ages. What we are left with, therefore, is an undeniable
need to critically evaluate the methods used to assess individual differences
in youth on psychometric, procedural, and theoretical grounds.

PERSONALITY–PSYCHOPATHOLOGY RELATIONSHIPS 
IN CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE

Continued work on the structure and measurement of childhood per-
sonality is critical to establish the potential of early individual differences to
predict important outcomes such as psychopathology. Several models have
been proposed to explain the relationship between personality and psycho-
pathology (e.g., Tackett, 2006). We focus on two that have accumulated the
most evidence in children and adolescents: the vulnerability or predisposition
model and the spectrum or continuity perspective. The vulnerability model
posits that certain personality or temperament traits predispose (or protect
against) the development of particular forms of psychopathology in some
contexts while exerting negligible effects in other contexts (Nigg, 2006;
Tackett, 2006). In this model, personality or temperament constitutes the
vulnerability for psychopathology, but other environmental factors or multiple
trait influences are required for pathology to develop (Nigg, 2006).

The spectrum model of personality and psychopathology proposes that
personality/temperament traits and manifestations of psychopathology lie
on a continuum such that the relationship between the two is dimensional
(Nigg, 2006; Tackett, 2006). One potential conceptualization from a spectrum
perspective is that psychopathology may refer to more specific, extreme behaviors
that result in impaired functioning, whereas personality and temperament refer
to broader, more normative behavior (Tackett, 2006). The interested reader
is referred to several recent reviews that have focused on summarizing evi-
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dence for these relationships in children and adolescents (Nigg, 2006; Salekin
& Averett, 2008; Tackett, 2006). We briefly discuss the implications of these
models for understanding the relation between personality and externalizing
problems in youth.

Vulnerability/Predisposition Model

Child and adolescent behavioral pathology classified as “externalizing”
includes conduct problems, oppositional defiant behaviors, symptoms of
attention-deficit/hyperactivity, and substance use (Tackett, 2006). From
a vulnerability perspective, childhood personality traits identified as pre-
disposing an individual for later externalizing psychopathology are impulsivity
(i.e., low conscientiousness) and neuroticism (e.g., Farrington & West, 1993;
Muris & Ollendick, 2005). Supporting a vulnerability perspective, work on
subtypes of antisocial behavior differentiating early-onset, chronic offenders
from adolescent-onset, desisting offenders has shown differential associa-
tions with personality traits (Tackett, 2006). Individuals with life-course
persistent antisocial behavior exhibit higher levels of negative emotionality
in childhood and lower levels of disinhibition in adolescence compared
with adolescent-limited individuals (Moffitt, Caspi, Dickson, Silva, & Stanton,
1996). A resiliency model may also be seen as a variant of the vulnerabil-
ity model in the other direction—an antivulnerability explanation. That is,
personality traits may also exert an influence by protecting individuals from
developing psychopathology. For example, high effortful control has been
noted for its protective effects in relation to stressful life events (Muris &
Ollendick, 2005). In children characterized by high levels of emotionality,
only those with low levels of effortful control experience difficulty dealing
with their negative feelings leading to avoidance behavior, aggression, and
depression. Children with high levels of effortful control may have the ability
to regulate their negative emotions through the use of flexible coping strategies
(Lengua & Long, 2002).

Spectrum Model

The dimensional approach to modeling externalizing disorders and
personality has also emphasized the personality trait of conscientiousness
(specifically referring to low conscientiousness). Psychobiological correlates
(e.g., neurotransmitter functioning, psychophysiological measures) common
to externalizing disorders and personality suggest the potential for shared
underlying biological influences and etiologic factors (Tackett, 2006). In
addition to psychobiological correlates, other support for the spectrum model
includes findings from genetically informed studies. Findings have suggested
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that a highly heritable externalizing or behavioral disinhibition dimension may
underlie externalizing pathology and disinhibited personality characteristics
(Tackett, 2006). Similarly, a lack of discontinuity in etiology or behavior for
many childhood disorders has been found (Nigg, 2006). For example, one
suggested conceptualization of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is as a
continuous dimension of inattentive and impulsive behavior (Levy, Hay,
McStephen, Wood, & Waldman, 1997; Nigg, 2006).

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

In this chapter, we have briefly outlined recent progress as well as
gaps in knowledge regarding the structure and measurement of childhood
and adolescent personality. Recent decades have shown a dramatic increase
in the number of researchers working on these topics, and along with this
increase has come a substantially advanced understanding of early person-
ality traits (e.g., Caspi & Shiner, 2006). The largest area of progress has
been in the domain of an established higher order structure of childhood
personality traits (e.g., Tackett et al., 2008) that maps on to personality
structure in adolescence (De Fruyt et al., 2009), although future investigations
must directly link this work with models of temperament. The area of lower
order traits, although potentially holding great information in predicting
later maladaptivity, currently lags behind and is likely to be a target for future
research in this area, a prediction to which the remaining chapters in this
volume attest. These difficulties in identification and measurement subse-
quently hinder our understanding of personality–psychopathology relationships 
in these age groups. Primary higher order traits have been linked to both
internalizing and externalizing psychopathology (Nigg, 2006; Tackett, 2006),
although differentiation between vulnerability and spectrum processes has
only just begun.

Research on adult populations has made great strides in advancing a
hierarchical spectrum conceptualization for both internalizing (Watson, 2005)
and externalizing (Krueger et al., 2002) disorders that incorporate personality
alongside symptoms of psychopathology. This work has made such a large
impact on the field that it has been a driving force in ongoing revisions to an
overarching categorization of mental disorders in the Diagnostic and Statisti-
cal Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed., text revision; DSM–IV–TR; Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association, 2000). Despite the fact that the internalizing/
externalizing classification approach originated out of work with children
(Achenbach, 1966), developmental issues have not played a large role in
these recent changes (Tackett, in press). Greater empirical communication
among temperament and personality researchers, as well as clinical scientists
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and developmental scientists, is needed to inform future editions of the DSM
and provide links among these constructs across the life span.

A related area for future study is a better understanding of the develop-
mental process vis-à-vis interactions with the environment (Salekin & Averett,
2008; Sameroff & Mackenzie, 2003; Tackett, in press). The emphasis by
developmental researchers on individual adaptation within a complex and
continuously changing environment (Jenkins, 2008) is likely another dividing
line between approaches taken by temperament and personality researchers.
Recent studies focusing on environmental risk factors have provided early
evidence for the importance of Person × Environment interactions in the area
of child maltreatment (Caspi et al., 2002), parenting (De Clercq et al., 2008;
Lengua, 2006), and deviant peer groups (Rowe, Maughan, Worthman, Costello,
& Angold, 2004). Personality and temperament are likely to interact with
environmental risk factors in complex ways, requiring forward-thinking research
designs with sophisticated methodology to begin untangling various pathways
to maladaptation as well as resilience.

The reader is advised to consider the following chapters on narcissism
and Machiavellianism in light of the issues discussed here. For example, 
it is likely that narcissism and Machiavellianism can be easily integrated
into broad structural models of personality/temperament traits, potentially
as facets of the broader agreeableness domain. Specifically, many aspects
of narcissism appear to be connected to interpersonal tendencies typically
associated with agreeableness, such as “an adversarial orientation toward others”
(Thomaes et al., 2008). Examples of such interpersonal features include
interpersonal manipulation and a lack of empathy or concern for others,
which may manifest in an inability (or refusal) to acknowledge the worth
and value of others.

In addition, many of the measurement issues that have inhibited research
progress on childhood personality will similarly apply to research on specific
traits such as narcissism and Machiavellianism and are discussed in the
remaining chapters. Furthermore, conceptualization of youth narcissism and
Machiavellianism in terms of a vulnerability model may help identify environ-
mental factors that promote or impede the development of the maladaptive
behavioral correlates of these constructs (e.g., see Chapter 7, this volume).
Discussions such as those provided by Slaughter (Chapter 10, this volume)
on the measurement of Machiavellianism may promote further investigations
of this construct within a spectrum model framework. It is important for
researchers working on multiple levels of childhood individual differences to
pursue these topics in concert and make greater efforts to integrate findings
across studies in order to make greater advances in the field and promote
optimal outcomes for youth whose characteristics otherwise place them at
risk of problematic outcomes.
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