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ABSTRACT

The Dark Triad (DT) traits are consistently linked to internal struggles such as psychological distress and external aggressive behaviours, including digital aggression like cyberbullying, an escalating concern in Malaysia’s AI-moderated social platforms. However, research on protective or contributing factors remain limited. This study investigated the relationships between DT traits, mindfulness, childhood emotional abuse (CEA), psychological distress, and cyberbullying among Malaysian young adults. Two quantitative studies were conducted and analysed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, and mediation analyses via the PROCESS macro. Study 1 (N = 434; 75.6% female, 80% Malay), examined DT traits, mindfulness, CEA, and psychological distress using the Short Dark Triad, Mindful Attention Awareness Scale, Childhood Trauma Questionnaire - Short Form, and Depression Anxiety Stress Scale - 21. Machiavellianism and psychopathy were significantly associated with higher psychological distress (p < .05, p < .001). Mindfulness significantly mediated the relationship between Machiavellianism and psychological distress, while both mindfulness and CEA significantly mediated psychopathy and psychological distress. Narcissism was significantly inversely related to CEA (p = .008), which was associated with lower distress, indicating CEA as a significant mediator between narcissism and psychological distress. Study 2 (N = 135; 58.5% female, 81.5% Malay), focused on cyberbullying perpetration, utilizing the Cyberbullying Offending Scale alongside the same measures. All DT traits positively and significantly predicted cyberbullying perpetration, with psychopathy showing the strongest correlation (p < .001), followed by Machiavellianism (p = .027) and narcissism (p = .039). Unlike Study 1's findings, mindfulness, CEA, and psychological distress did not statistically mediate the relationship between DT traits and cyberbullying perpetration in this sample. Overall, DT traits predict psychological distress via mindfulness and CEA, but directly predict cyberbullying. This highlights the need for mindfulness/trauma-focused interventions to alleviate psychological distress in individuals high in Machiavellianism and psychopathy. As cyberbullying occurs through AI-moderated platforms and algorithmically driven social media, future research should explore additional mediators of digital aggression, investigate how online behaviour and human-digital interactions shape aggression expression, and develop safeguards within cyberspace and AI-enhanced social systems.
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