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Introduction

Experiential avoidance refers to deliberate attempts to evade, suppress, or alter distressing
internal experiences—such as unwanted thoughts, emotions, or bodily sensations—despite
the long-term psychological costs of doing so (Cole etal., 2024). Persistent reliance on
experiential avoidance has been associated with increased psychological vulnerability and
psychopathology. Understanding the personality determinants of experiential avoidance
requires integration across major theoretical frameworks in personality psychology. One
such framework is Gray’s Reinforcement Sensitivity Theory (RST) (Gray, 1972), which
posits biologically grounded neural systems underlying approach and avoidance behaviors.
The Behavioral Inhibition System (BIS) and Behavioral Activation System (BAS) regulate
sensitivity to punishment and reward, respectively. RST has received extensive empirical
support across affective, clinical, and personality research domains (de With et al., 2025).
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In addition to neurobehavioral systems, socially aversive personality traits may further clarify
mechanisms underlying experiential avoidance. The Dark Triad—comprising psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and narcissism (Jonason & Webster, 2010)—represents a constellation of
socially undesirable and interpersonally antagonistic traits. Conceptualizing the Dark Triad as a
mediating construct allows examination of the extent to which the relationship between Gray’s
neural systems (independent variables) and experiential avoidance (dependent variable) operates
indirectly through maladaptive personality characteristics.

Empirical evidence suggests associations between components of the Dark Triad and
BIS/BAS functioning, although findings are not entirely consistent (Mohammadzadeh & Ashouri,
2018; Wtodarska et al., 2021; Molenda et al., 2022). Additional research has documented negative
associations between positive affect and Dark Triad traits, alongside positive associations with
negative affect. Relationships have also been observed between novelty seeking, harm avoidance,
and Dark Triad traits (Ahmadi-Azar & Jahan, 2020). Collectively, these findings support the
plausibility of systematic associations between reinforcement sensitivity systems and Dark Triad
traits. Accordingly, the present study aimed to examine the mediating role of the Dark Triad in
the relationship between Gray’s neural systems (BIS/BAS) and experiential avoidance.

Method

This study employed a descriptive, correlational design. The study population consisted of
graduate students enrolled at the Science and Research Branch of Islamic Azad University,
Tehran. A total of 770 students were recruited through convenience sampling and included in the
final analysis. Bentler and Chou (1987) recommend a minimum ratio of approximately five cases
per estimated parameter in structural equation modeling (SEM). Additional methodological
guidelines suggest that sample size should be at least 15-20 times the number of observed
variables. The final sample size (N = 770) was determined based on these recommendations,
anticipated attrition, and the goal of enhancing statistical power and generalizability. Data were
collected via online questionnaires distributed through Google Drive. Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 24 and SmartPLS. Data collection was conducted using the
Multidimensional Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire (MEAQ), the Behavioral Inhibition
System/Behavioral Activation System Questionnaire (BIS/BAS), and the Dark Triad Dirty Dozen
(DTDD).

Results

The study sample consisted of 770 graduate students enrolled at the Science and Research Branch
of Islamic Azad University, including 284 men and 486 women. Participants ranged in age from
22 to 65 years, with a mean age of 32.21 years. Within this cohort, 450 students were 30 years old
or younger, 158 were between 31 and 40 years, 119 were between 41 and 50 years, and 43 were
older than 51 years; of these 43, only four were over 60. Given the extensive student body of the
university, we specifically invited students enrolled in courses held in the Humanities and Basic
Sciences building to take part in the study. All respondents held either a master’s or doctoral
degree.
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Examination of descriptive statistics indicated that the skewness and kurtosis values for all
study variables were within the acceptable range of +2, suggesting that the assumption of
approximate normality was satisfied. The findings indicated that all measurement models
possessed adequate reliability and convergent validity. The explained variance (R?) for the Dark
Triad and experiential avoidance was 0.79 and 0.54, respectively, while the predictive relevance
(Q?) was 0.75 and 0.46, respectively. The direct effect of the behavioral inhibition system (BIS)
on both the Dark Triad and experiential avoidance was positive and significant (P < 0.001). The
Dark Triad also exerted a positive direct effect on experiential avoidance (P < 0.01). Conversely,
the behavioral activation system (BAS) demonstrated a significant negative direct effect on both
the Dark Triad and experiential avoidance (P < 0.001). Regarding indirect effects, the Dark Triad
significantly mediated the relationship between BIS and experiential avoidance positively (p =
0.31) and the relationship between BAS and experiential avoidance negatively (§ = -0.49), both
at P <0.05.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of the Dark Triad in the relationship
between Gray’s reinforcement sensitivity systems and experiential avoidance. The findings
indicated that the Behavioral Inhibition System (BIS) exerts a positive and significant direct effect
on experiential avoidance, whereas the Behavioral Activation System (BAS) shows a negative
and significant direct association with experiential avoidance. In addition, the Dark Triad traits
demonstrated a positive and significant relationship with experiential avoidance.

The positive relationship observed between BIS and experiential avoidance is consistent with
previous findings (Tajik et al., 2023; Joshi et al., 2024). Individuals with heightened sensitivity in
the Behavioral Inhibition System are typically more responsive to signals of punishment, threat,
and uncertainty, which are closely associated with anxiety and negative affect. As a result, these
individuals may be more likely to engage in experiential avoidance strategies in an attempt to
reduce or escape from distressing internal experiences.

In contrast, the negative association between BAS and experiential avoidance is consistent
with prior research (Atadokht, 2018; Dolatyar & Walker, 2020). The Behavioral Activation
System is associated with reward sensitivity, approach motivation, and the pursuit of
goal-directed behavior. Individuals with higher BAS sensitivity are therefore more inclined to
confront challenges and pursue rewarding experiences, which may reduce reliance on
avoidance-based coping strategies.

The results also indicated that the Dark Triad traits were positively associated with experiential
avoidance. This finding is consistent with the results reported by Deits-Lebehn et al. (2019) and
H Hewitt and Kealy (2022). Individuals characterized by higher levels of Dark Triad traits—
namely psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism—often rely on maladaptive interpersonal
and intrapsychic strategies, including deception, projection, projective blaming, and hostile
aggression (Blackman, 2004). Such behaviors may function as psychological mechanisms
through which individuals attempt to regulate or avoid negative emotional states.
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Further analyses indicated that BIS was positively associated with Dark Triad traits, whereas
BAS demonstrated a negative association with these traits. Individuals with elevated levels of
Dark Triad characteristics may experience heightened negative emotionality, which may help
explain their stronger association with BIS sensitivity. In contrast, the approach-oriented and
reward-focused characteristics associated with BAS appear to be inversely related to Dark Triad
tendencies. According to Gray’s (1970) theory, BAS is linked to approach behaviors, positive
affect, and mental health, and individuals with a more sensitive BAS tend toward extraversion
and positive affective experiences.

Overall, the findings of the present study suggest that the Dark Triad plays a significant
mediating role in the relationship between reinforcement sensitivity systems and experiential
avoidance. Specifically, BIS may increase experiential avoidance both directly and indirectly
through its positive association with Dark Triad traits, whereas BAS may reduce experiential
avoidance both directly and indirectly through its negative association with these traits. Cultural
and contextual factors may also contribute to variations in these relationships across different
populations.

Despite the acceptable psychometric properties and structural validity of the proposed model,
several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample was limited to graduate students from a
single university, and participants were selected using a convenience sampling method, which
may limit the generalizability of the findings. In addition, potentially influential demographic
variables—such as age, gender, educational background, and socioeconomic status—were not
controlled in the analysis. Future research may benefit from examining these relationships in more
diverse populations and incorporating additional control variables to further clarify the
mechanisms underlying experiential avoidance.
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