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Communication Following the SACCIA
Framework may Weaken the
Relationship Between the Dark Triad
and Academic Misconduct

Ana Stojanov, Annegret Hannawa, & Lee Adam

The dark triad, consisting of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy, is
a robust predictor of academic misconduct. In this study, we examine if commu-
nication about academic integrity topics moderates this relationship. US students
(N=319) recruited via the CloudResearch and Prolific platforms completed an
online questionnaire measuring the dark triad traits, SACCIA (Sufficiency, Accuracy,
Clarity, Contextualisation, Interpersonal Adaptation) communication, and academic
misconduct. Overall, the results provided initial support for the hypothesis: the more
SACCIA-conforming the communication was, the weaker was the link between the
dark triad and academic misconduct, albeit the interaction term did not always reach
statistical significance. The findings suggest a potential avenue for reducing socially
undesirable behavior among individuals high on the dark triad.

Keywords: academic integrity; academic misconduct; communication; dark triad;
moderation; ; SACCIA safe communication

Although academic integrity is an umbrella term that encompasses values and
behaviors of students and academics, it is usually talked about in relation to student
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academic misconduct such as cheating (Macfarlane et al., 2014). Student misconduct
is a problem at universities across the globe (e.g., Ampuni et al., 2020; Chirikov et al.,
2020; Hendy et al., 2021). According to estimates by the International Centre for
Academic Integrity (ICAIL, 2020), around 30% of students have engaged in one form
or another, although depending on the transgression type, discipline, and study
location, percentages range from 3% (Karlins et al., 1988) to 95% (Park, 2003).
Academic misconduct compromises public trust in universities and the services
they offer, and casts doubt on the quality of education and knowledge of university
graduates. Thus, it is important to examine potential ways in which it could be
mitigated. In this study, we focus on the interaction between the dark triad, a term
used to describe three personality traits that are characterized by manipulative, self-
centered and unempathetic behavior, and communication about academic integrity.

Academic misconduct has been framed variously as an issue with students’
morals, an issue with universities’ policies, as unavoidable when learning to write
in academia, and as a threat to academia (Adam, 2023). Some literature has
examined traits of students who have engaged in academic misconduct to predict
who might cheat (Adam, 2023). For example, the dark personality triad (Curtis,
2023; Smith et al., 2022; Ternes et al., 2019), consisting of narcissism (Esteves et al.,
2021), Machiavellianism (Esteves et al., 2021) and psychopathy (Ternes et al., 2019),
was found to be a positive predictor. However, as personality traits are relatively
stable, this line of research implies a somewhat pessimistic outlook toward mitigat-
ing academic misconduct: those who are likely to cheat will cheat anyway.

Conversely, some indirect findings suggest that individuals high on the dark triad
can engage in socially desirable behavior if the environment is conducive to such
behavior (Junga-Silva & Silva, 2023). For example, the management literature sug-
gests that a positive ethical organizational climate attenuates the negative effect of
Machiavellianism on organizational citizenship behavior (Rizvi & Ahmed Siddiqui,
2023), and that a high involvement management climate can reduce counterproduc-
tive work behavior among those high on narcissism and Machiavellianism (Webster
& Smith, 2019). Similarly, under conditions such as low job control, organizational
support can reduce the effect of the dark triad on counterproductive work behavior
(Baka, 2018). Communication, a key component of organizational support and
climate, could, therefore, be a crucial factor that may moderate the effect of the
dark triad on behavior by ensuring a shared understanding of the conveyed
information.

As a way to convey the norms regarding expected behavior, universities develop
academic integrity policies, guides, honor codes, or comparable documents and
implement a variety of programs aimed at encouraging honest practices (Cronan
et al,, 2017). However, such communication efforts may not be successful if they
leave students confused and uncertain. Thus, the communication must be of suffi-
cient quantity and quality. For instance, communicating clearly about definitions
and providing specific examples seems to be an effective way to combat academic
misconduct (Boehm et al., 2009).
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SACCIA (Sufficiency, Accuracy, Clarity, Contextualisation, Interpersonal Adapta-
tion) is a communication science framework that summarizes five evidence-based
competencies that lead participants to a shared understanding (Hannawa, 2018).
Originally developed in the context of healthcare, the framework was extended to
other settings such as government and news media communication during COVID-19
(Hannawa & Stojanov, 2022) and is also applicable to the context of higher education.
In this context, the framework describes an interpersonal communication that reduces
the likelihood of academic dishonesty by ensuring a shared understanding of the
conveyed information. It assumes that all communication is underpinned by an
interpersonal sense-making process in which the interlocutors pay attention to both
verbal and nonverbal messages. Adequate quantity and quality (see Table 1) optimize
the likelihood of the interlocutors arriving at a shared understanding of the exchanged
information.

Consistent with the SACCIA framework, we expect that students’ understanding of
what constitutes a breach of academic honesty should improve alongside clarified
student expectations if they are exposed to SACCIA-conforming communications (i.e.,
sufficient, accurate, and clear information about academic integrity, and if this infor-
mation is adapted to their needs and contextual circumstances). For example, instruc-
tors may communicate expectations for an assignment/exam in a contextualized and
interpersonally adapted way by engaging face-threat mitigation tactics (Clark-Gordon
et al., 2018; Gardner et al., 2017; Trad et al., 2014) or immediacy cues (Witt & Kerssen-
Griep, 2011). Instructors’ behaviors may increase rapport with their students (Frisby
et al., 2014), feeding students’ self-determination and intrinsic motivations (Ryan &
Deci, 2000) and making them less likely to misbehave. In addition, conveyed informa-
tion should help create norms that support academic integrity and result in less
academic misconduct (Pan et al., 2019). SACCIA-conforming communication should
have a greater effect on those high on Machiavellianism, who tend to be strategic and
manipulative (Jones et al., 2010) or on those high on narcissism, who may feel entitled,
and think that rules do not apply to them (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Similarly,
psychopathy has been found to be negatively related to threat detection (Hoppen-
brouwers et al., 2016). Consistent with this notion, SACCIA-conforming communica-
tion may make the consequences of academic misconduct more salient to those high
on psychopathy, reducing their likelihood of engaging in academic misconduct. In
summary, in this study, we hypothesize that the relationship between the dark triad
and academic misconduct may be weakened by a kind of communication about
academic integrity that utilizes the SACCIA competencies.

Method
Participants and Procedures

The sample consisted of 333 US tertiary education students (160 males, 161 females,
11 non-binary, 1 not disclosed; age: M = 25.83, SD = 8.13) who were crowdsourced
from the CloudResearch’s Connect (Hartman et al.,, 2023) and Prolific (www.
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Table 1 SACCIA Components

SACCIA
Component Definition Practical considerations
Quantity
Sufficiency The extent to which a sufficient Provide a thorough definition of
amount of information was cheating, accompanied by
exchanged to attain a shared illustrative examples of actions that
understanding. have been judged as misconduct.
Present “tricky” scenarios and
provide opportunities for students
to discuss them.
Quality
Accuracy To what extent information is Is the information given to students
conveyed and interpreted accurate (e.g., consistent with the
accurately, and the extent to which policy)? Are the consequences of
interlocutors use their misconduct presented accurately?
communication with each other to Are processes in place to make sure
make sure that they understood students understood the messages
each other correctly. were understood correctly?
Clarity The extent to which messages are Is the language understandable or

expressed and interpreted

unambiguously, and utilized for

reducing uncertainty.

confusing? Are students given the
opportunity to ask clarifying

questions?

Contextualisation The extent to which the interaction is Is the message framed to fit the

framed within the interactional

context, such as hierarchies, timing

or divergent goals.

Interpersonal The extent to which interlocutors

Adaptation respond to each other’s
communicative needs to ensure

a shared understanding.

situational context, e.g. is it
consistent with the institutional
goals, matched to the institutional
culture, fit to the point of time
(beginning of the semester vs. prior

to an exam)?

Is the communication adaptive to the

communicative needs of the
students (emotionally, cognitively,
linguistically)? Are students
expressing (verbally or nonverbally)
that they are understanding the
communications vs. having trouble

following along?
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prolific.com) platforms. However, 12 students reported that they could recall no
instance of communication about academic integrity, and two students did not
provide information about academic misconduct. These students were excluded
from the main analysis. For a complete demographic description see: https://osf.io/
hms45/?view_only=c358e3b1c17d488aa08ce6715c¢5013d8.  Sensitivity analysis
showed that the final sample size (N =319) had 80% power to detect an effect size
of at least f° = 0.024 (Linear multiple regression, single regression coefficient: Fixed
model, single regression coefficient, one tested predictor, three total predictors).

The study was advertised with the title Effective Communication, Personality
Traits, and Academic Conduct. Participants who elected to participate were directed
to an online survey in Qualtrics (available at: https://osf.io/hms45/2view_only=-
c358e3b1c17d488aa08ce6715¢5013d8) where they provided informed consent.
Drawing on the critical incident method (Woolsey, 1986), participants were asked
to recall a memorable instance where they received official communication regarding
academic integrity. After writing up a brief description of that instance, they were
asked to rate the quantity and quality of that communication, to indicate the
frequency with which they have engaged in academic misconduct, and then took
a personality questionnaire. Demographic information was collected at the end of
the survey. Other variables, part of a different study, were also measured.

Instruments

SACCIA Competencies. Consistent with the SACCIA safe communication frame-
work (Hannawa, 2018), participants were asked to rate their agreement with 18 items
on a 7-point Likert scale anchored at 1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree. The
items measured respondents’ perceived (1) sufficiency of information (three items),
(2) message accuracy (three items), (3) message clarity (three items), (4) contextua-
lization (five items), and (5) interpersonal adaptation (four items) regarding the
recalled communication incident. We measured SACCIA in relation to that specific
event, not overall communication, as we were interested in the influence of exemp-
lary memorable instances that the participants deemed impactful.

Dark Triad. The Short Dark Triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2014) was used to measure the
dark personality traits. The scale consisted of 27 items measuring Machiavellianism
(9 items, o = 0.84), narcissism (9 items, a = 0.81) and psychopathy (9 items, o = 0.69;
due to low a and improvement of the internal consistency if the item “I have never
gotten into trouble with the law” we removed this item and used only 8 items, a =
0.74). Participants indicated their agreement/disagreement with each statement on
a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Academic Misconduct. Engagement in academic misconduct was measured using
the RAINZ-S scale (Stephens et al., 2024), which asked students to respond to 27
items assessing four types of misconduct: collusion (eight items, o = 0.90), misuse of
resources (eleven items, a = 0.88), fraud (three items, a = 0.68) and contract cheating
(five items, a =0.75), plus an additional item asking about cheating using generative
artificial intelligence. Students were asked to indicate how often during the last 12
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Table 2 Cronbach Alpha, Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Matrix for Academic
Misconduct, Dark Triad Traits and SACCIA Communication

SACCIA
o M (SD) AM M N P communication

Academic 0.94 0.48 (0.64) 1 3700 222%%  326%* —0.140*

misconduct
Machiavellianism 0.84 2.60 (0.54) 1 306 .454** .011
Narcissism 0.81 1 364%* .029
Psychopathy 0.74 1 —.265%*
SACCIA 0.92 5.75 (0.82) 1

communication

Note: **p < 0.001, *p < 0.05, AM = academic misconduct, M = Machiavellianism, N = narcissism, p =
psychopathy

months they had engaged in each behavior, coded as: 0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = 2-4
times, 3 = 5-10 times, and 4 = 11 or more times. All instruments had good internal
reliability (see Table 2).

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients between the variables are provided
in Table 2.

Prior to conducting the main analyses, we mean-centered all variables. Next, we
used PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) Model 1 to test the hypothesized models, running it
three times, once with each dark triad trait as independent variable. As shown in
Tables 3-5, the higher someone scored on the dark triad trait, the higher was their
reported academic misconduct. Also, the lower they rated the SACCIA communica-
tion, the higher was their academic misconduct, except in the model with psycho-
pathy as predictor. The interaction term was marginally significant in the model for
narcissism and psychopathy but not significant in the model for Machiavellianism,
and when we controlled for honesty-humility, perceived norm, academic stress, and
the Big 5 (see https://osf.io/hms45/?view_only=c358e3b1c17d488aa08ce6715c¢5013d8

Table 3 The Effect of Narcissism, SACCIA Communication, and the Interac-
tion Term on Academic Misconduct

DV: Academic Misconduct Estimate SE p
Narcissism 0.21 0.05 <0.001
SACCIA Communication -0.12 0.04 0.01

Narcissism x SACCIA Communication -0.12 0.06 0.06
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Table 4 The Effect of Psychopathy, SACCIA Communication, and the Interaction

Term on Academic Misconduct

DV: Academic Misconduct Estimate SE p
Psychopathy 0.30 0.05 P < 0.001
SACCIA Communication -0.05 0.04 0.21
Psychopathy x SACCIA Communication -0.11 0.06 0.08

Table 5 The Effect of Machiavellianism, SACCIA Communication, and the Interac-
tion Term on Academic Misconduct

DV: Academic Misconduct Estimate SE p
Machiavellianism 0.32 0.04 P < 0.001
SACCIA Communication -0.13 0.04 0.002
Machiavellianism x SACCIA Communication -0.08 0.06 0.15

for the full findings) the interaction terms were significant/marginally significant for

psychopathy/Machiavellianism, but not for narcissism.

To probe the marginal interaction, we conducted simple slope analysis, looking at
the effect of narcissism and psychopathy on academic misconduct at low (-1SD),
medium (0 SD) and high (+1 SD) levels of SACCIA communication. As can be seen
in Figure 1, as the level of SACCIA communication increased, the positive relation-
ship between narcissism and academic misconduct weakened, and from significant

1.00 SACCIA
conforming
communication

.00 “W”»h/@/ﬂh"»_

Academic Misconduct

-1.00 -.50 .00 .50 1.00

Narcissism

Figure 1 The moderating effect of SACCIA communication on the relationship between the narcissism triad

and academic misconduct



8 A. Stojanov et al.

SACCIA -
conforming
communication

-1SD
Oo

+1SD
50 -1SD
~~0

+1SD

.00 ﬂﬁ»ﬂgﬁ»ﬁ/”"»

Academic Misconduct

-.50

-.60 -30 .00 30 .60

Psychopathy

Figure 2 The moderating effect of SACCIA communication on the relationship between the psychopathy and
academic misconduct

at low levels of SACCIA, it became marginally significant at high levels of SACCIA
(B(SE) = 0.30(0.08), p < 0.001; B(SE) = 0.21(0.05), p < 0.001, and B(SE) =0.11 (0.06),
p=0.07, for —-1SD, 0 and+1SD of SACCIA respectively). A similar trend was
observed for psychopathy (see Figure 2), where the relationship weakened, albeit it
remained significant at all levels of SACCIA (B(SE) =0.39, p<0.01, B(SE)=0.30,
p<0.01, B(SE) =0.20, p < 0.01).

Discussion

This exploratory study set out to examine if the effect of the dark triad on academic
misconduct is moderated by SACCIA communication. The results provided initial
support for our hypothesis: the more SACCIA-conforming the communication, the
weaker the relationship tended to be, albeit the interaction did not reach conven-
tional significance levels.

The results have practical implications. Accurate, sufficient, clear, contextualized,
and receiver-adaptive communication about academic integrity may be a path to
reducing academic misconduct (Refer to Table 1 for ideas for crafting SACCIA-
conforming communication). Interestingly, SACCIA communication seems to dam-
pen not only inadvertent, misunderstanding-based cases, but also presumably more
malicious ones (i.e. those that dark triad individuals are more likely to engage in).
This may be related to reduced ambiguity and enhanced accountability as SACCIA
communication makes it difficult for those on the dark triad to twist the interpreta-
tion of the rules or to evade responsibility by denying awareness of them. SACCIA
communication may also lead to better understanding of the consequences of
misconduct. Indeed, penalty severity seems to be a negative predictor of misconduct
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(Verissimo et al., 2022) among the dark triad. The results also open questions about
the interaction of SACCIA communication and the dark triad in other contexts such
as romantic relationships or workplace relations in predicting behavior. For example,
if someone high on the dark triad is approached with SACCIA communication by
their romantic partner regarding personal boundaries or relationship expectations, it
may reduce the likelihood of them engaging in manipulative or deceitful behavior,
fostering more healthy relationship dynamics.

Limitations

Academic misconduct is a multifaceted issue, and focusing on the communication
aspect addresses the issue only from one angle, possibly at the expense of others such
as motivational factors, technological affordances, or cultural norm differences.
Further, this study relied on crowdsourced participants and self-report measures in
a retrospective design, raising questions about the quality of data, social desirability
bias, and memory recall. However, the platforms use high-quality data compared to
similar other platforms such as MTurk or Qualtrics (Douglas et al., 2023). Also, the
results held true even when controlling for honesty-humility (see osf.io), which
captures the trait variance in socially desirable responses (Lanz et al., 2022). In
addition, we guarded against the limitations of human recall, a popular method in
social scientific studies, by asking participants to focus on a particularly memorable
event and describe it in detail before answering our questions, so that the event was
brought back into their memory as vividly as possible (Woolsey, 1986).

As with other research, there are also constraints on generality; our population
consisted of US university students (Simons et al., 2017). Furthermore, the inter-
action effects were not consistent when controlling and not controlling for covari-
ates, so future studies may use experimental designs to establish causal
relationships and minimize confounds. Finally, as a first study that applied the
SACCIA framework to an educational context, the framework lacks the refinement
it had in the original context, and thus future studies will need to more precisely
conceptualize and measure the contextualization and interpersonal adaptation
components of SACCIA.

Conclusion

In summary, despite the limitations of this investigation, our results underscore the
critical role of SACCIA-conforming communication in shaping behavior, even
among individuals with dark triad traits. The implication for academic integrity is
that accurate, sufficient, clear, contextualized, and receiver-adaptive communication
may be an important tool for reducing misconduct. With the preliminary supporting
evidence gained from this first exploratory study, next steps are underway to further
validate these findings in an experimental design.
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