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Machiavellianism is a set of personality traits characterized by a cold and callous nature, a belief 

in engaging in manipulative tactics for personal gain, a cynical and distrusting view of others, 

and pragmatically moral stance. Behaviors and views of individuals with elevated Machiavellian 

traits can be seen to have a marked similarity with several behaviours and views of individuals 

with substance use issues, making it difficult to differentiate between them. Using a mixed-

methods approach, this study sought to determine what distinguishes individuals who are high in 

Machiavellianism from those who are low in Machiavellianism but appear high in this set of 

personality traits due to their addictive behavior. Discerning this difference has ramifications for 

substance use treatment planning and delivery. Substance using undergraduate students, who 

were both high (N = 251) or low (N = 254) in Machiavellianism, completed a series of 

questionnaires related to attachment style, social connectedness, coping styles, motivation for 

treatment, readiness for change, and treatment expectations. Participants also completed 14 open-

ended questions that elicited responses related to the nature of participants’ substance use, the 

situations in which use occurs, motivations for use, concerns related to use, the mental and 

physical impacts of use, the impacts of use on users’ relationships and life, attitudes toward 

substance use treatment, and alternative coping strategies. A significant and positive linear 

relationship was found between Machiavellianism and alcohol use, though no relationship was 

found between Machiavellianism and drug use. Having an avoidant coping style, autonomous or 

controlled motivation for stopping to use substances, and low treatment outcome expectancies, 

were significant predictors of Machiavellian grouping. Individuals who were high in 

Machiavellianism were more likely to feel less socially connected to others and to have an 

anxious-pre-occupied attachment style. Stage of readiness to change did not differ between those 

high and low in Machiavellianism. Qualitative accounts highlighted that those high in 



Machiavellianism reported accounts consistent with a higher likelihood of using alcohol alone to 

manage emotional distress, with having more pre- and post-use anxiety and depression, with 

having a higher likelihood of using leisure activities or sleep to distract themselves when 

substances are not available, and with a higher likelihood of being opposed or ambivalent 

towards treatment, compared to those low in Machiavellianism. Qualitative accounts of those 

low in Machiavellianism were consistent with using substances alone to relax during leisure 

time, with a higher likelihood of adjusting naturally to not using, when substances are not 

available, and to viewing the prospect of treatment more favorably, compared to those high in 

Machiavellianism. Consistency of quantitative and qualitative findings are discussed, and 

treatment implications of these findings are reviewed. Recommendations of modified dialectical 

behavioral therapy, motivational interviewing, and building a strong therapeutic alliance are 

made in the context of substance use treatment for those high in Machiavellianism. 

 


	If it walks like a duck…is it a duck?: A mixed methods investigation of differences between Machiavellian and non-Machiavellian substance users
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1685247248.pdf.hbZEn

