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Early life experiences, particularly childhood neglect, can
significantly influence personality traits and creative expression
in adulthood. The study aimed to examine the moderating role of
light triad traits between childhood neglect, and malevolent
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creativity among emerging adults. Using a correlational design,
data were collected from N=330 participants (n=155 men,
n=175 women) aged 18-25 years (M = 20.63, SD = 1.88),
recruited through purposive sampling from educational
institutions in Rawalpindi, Islamabad, and Abbottabad. The
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Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein et al., 2003), Light
Triad Scale (Kaufman et al., 2019), and Malevolent Creativity
Behavior Scale (Hao et al., 2016) were used for data collection.
Pearson product moment correlation analysis revealed that
childhood neglect negatively correlated with light triad traits
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and positively correlated with malevolent creativity, while light
triad traits were negatively associated with malevolent
creativity. Moderation analysis revealed that light triad traits
significantly moderated the relationship between childhood
neglect and malevolent creativity. These findings underscore the
complex psychological mechanisms linking early adverse
experiences to antisocial creative expression and highlight the
protective role of light triad traits in mitigating these effects.
The study offers valuable insights for clinical and developmental
interventions, and lays the groundwork for future research.

Introduction

Emerging adulthood, spanning the late teenage years to the mid to late twenties represents a

transitional

phase between adolescence and early adulthood characterized by unique

developmental milestones. This period is marked by challenges and opportunities as individuals
navigate increasing independence, pursue education or career training, and maintain social ties
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(Arnett et al., 2014). Neglect presents a considerable risk to children's development and is
frequently linked to long-term adverse effects that persist into adulthood (Manly et al., 2013).

However, neglect is still a type of abuse that is not as well recognized or researched (Stoltenborgh
et al., 2013). The inability of caregivers to fulfill the child's essential physical, medical,
educational or emotional needs is known as childhood neglect. This encompasses the lack of
sufficient food, housing, or supervision that are essential for the child's welfare (Dubowitz et al.,
2022). Furthermore, we follow the common differentiation of neglect into physical and emotional
neglect. The most typical kind of neglect is physical neglect which involves failing to fulfill a
child's fundamental requirements, like proper housing, clothes, and medical attention, or leaving
the child unattended in hazardous situations (Dubowitz et al, 2022). When a parent or other
caregiver doesn't provide a child with the emotional support, compassion, attention, and nurturing
that they need to thrive, it is known as emotional neglect (Glaser, 2011). The enduring effects of
childhood neglect extend beyond immediate harm, influencing personality development and
behavior patterns in adulthood.

Recent studies emphasize the protective role of positive personality traits, such as those within the
light triad, which focuses on promoting benevolent interpersonal behavior (Kaufman et al., 2019).
Over the past two decades, psychological research has predominantly focused on the "dark traits"
of personality (Moshagen et al., 2018) and paying less attention to strengths and virtues (Paulhus
& Williams, 2002; Gable & Haidt, 2005). One approach to addressing this gap is the light triad, a
concept introduced by Kaufman et al. (2019) to highlight benevolent traits. The term light triad
refers to a set of positive personality traits, including prosocial (Johnson, 2018), loving (Kaufman
et al, 2019), caring (Gerymski & Krok, 2019), and benevolent (Luki¢ & Zivanovi¢, 2021)
qualities. The light triad is a construct that includes positive personality traits such as humanism,
faith in humanity, and kantianism. Humanism is concept that all people, regardless of their
personality, are valuable and deserving of respect. Faith in humanity is the conviction that people
are good by nature. The belief that people should be valued for their inherent potential rather than
for their potential for use is known as kantianism (Kaufman et al., 2019).

Personality traits play a significant role in shaping creativity, influencing both its productive and
malevolent expressions. Creativity is often viewed as having two contrasting sides. On one hand, it
is recognized as the ability to generate novel ideas or products that are valuable and practical,
contributing to problem-solving, social progress, and innovation (Runco & Jaeger, 2012). On the
other hand, creativity can take a darker form, known as malevolent creativity, which is
intentionally directed toward causing harm to others, society, or property (Cropley et al., 2014;
Kapoor & Kaufman, 2022). The notion that creativity may have a dark side has been
acknowledged since the time of Aristotle (Becker, 2014). The key distinguishing factor between
these two forms of creativity is intent. Malevolent creativity involves the deliberate use of creative
ideas to inflict harm, whereas negative creativity does not necessarily entail intentional harm
(Cropley, 2010). Malevolent creativity is specifically defined as the intentional generation of novel
yet harmful or unethical ideas (Wu et al., 2022).

The concept of malevolent creativity is often referred to as "dark creativity” (Kapoor & Kaufman,
2022). The term "dark creativity" was first introduced by McLaren (1993) and encompasses both
the current capacity for harmful creative thinking and the inclination to engage in harmful creative
actions (Hao et al., 2016). Two fundamental components of malevolent creativity are originality
and harmful intent (Harris & Reiter-Palmon, 2015).

A theoretical framework for comprehending individual variations in creative behavior is provided
by the interactionist model of creativity (Woodman & Schoenfeldt, 1990), which integrates
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antecedent conditions (environmental factors), person variables (personal traits) and situation
variables (behavior outcome). Antecedent conditions, such as early socialization and family
position, have an impact on how a person develops their personality and cognitive style, which in
turn help define their current circumstances and may inspire innovative action. The model can
explain current study’s conceptual framework that how childhood neglect (antecedent
conditions/environmental factor) interacts with light triad traits (a personal factor) to predict
malevolent creativity (the creative outcome).

Research shows that childhood maltreatment, especially neglect, is linked to the development of
malevolent creativity. While positive family environment promote benevolent creativity, negative
experiences like poor parental care and conflict foster distrustful and harmful behaviors (Csathé &
Birkés, 2018; Jankowska & Karwowski, 2018). Neglect increases aggression, impairs social
functioning (Logan-Greene & Jones, 2015), and leads to cognitive deficits that contribute to
harmful creativity (Kavanaugh et al., 2017). Studies confirm that neglected individuals are more
likely to lie, deceive, or harm others creatively (Infurna et al., 2016; Jia et al., 2020). However,
empathy and social support can reduce these effects (Ceballos & Watt, 2023).

Landa-Blanco et al. (2024) found that benevolent childhood experiences promote adult flourishing,
with traits like faith in humanity and humanism playing a mediating role. Light triad personality
(LTP), linked to altruistic values, contrast with dark triad personality (DTP), which align with
egoistic values and both influence pro-environmental behavior through value orientations (Ucar et
al., 2023). While dark traits have been widely studied (Moshagen et al., 2018), less attention has
been given to positive traits like light triad traits and their interaction with childhood neglect and
malevolent creativity. To address this gap, the study incorporates recently proposed light triad
traits (Kaufman et al., 2019) to examine whether these positive traits can reduce the impact of
childhood neglect on malevolent creativity. It hypothesizes relationship between childhood
neglect, light triad traits, malevolent creativity, and demographic variables with light triad traits
likely moderate the relationship between childhood neglect and malevolent creativity among
emerging adults.

Method

The present study was a quantitative research that utilized a correlational (cross-sectional) research
design and employed a non-probability convenience sampling technique. The sample of study was
consisted of N=330 emerging adults including males (n=155) and females (n=175) participants,
aged between 18 and 25 years (M=20.63; SD=1.88). The sample was recruited from Islamabad,
Rawalpindi and Abbottabad cities. The inclusion criteria was participants who were unmarried,
who were living with both parents and who had lived in the same family system (either nuclear or
joint) and had parents with the same employment status (either employed or unemployed)
throughout their childhood and into adulthood. Exclusion criteria was individuals with physical
impairment or mental health conditions that may affect their ability to comprehend and respond to
the study measures accurately and those individuals whose parents had any physical or mental
health impairments were excluded.

Measures
Demographic Sheet

A demographic sheet included questions about age, gender, participant’s years of education and
parents’ education.
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Short Form of Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ-SF)

The Short Form of Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ-SF), developed by Bernstein et al.
(2003) was administered to assess childhood neglect among emerging adults. It is a self-report
assessment and consisted of 28 items (25 clinical items and 3 validity items). It includes five
subscales: physical abuse (PA), physical neglect (PN), emotional abuse (EA), emotional
neglect (EN), and sexual abuse (SA). In this study, subscales of physical neglect (5 items, 2 items
are reverse coded) and emotional neglect (5 items, all reverse coded items) were utilized with
permission of author. Each item is scored on a five-point Likert type scale (1 = never true to
5 =very often true). Total neglect score were calculated, the total scores for childhood neglect
range from 5 to 50. Higher scores reflect higher levels of childhood neglect. The CTQ-SF has good
psychometric properties including internal consistency. The alpha reliability for emotional neglect
is .91 and for physical neglect is .61.

Light Triad Scale (LTS)

Light Triad Scale (LTS) is a measurement tool created by Kaufman et al. (2019) was used as a
measure of the light triad among emerging adults. It is self-report measure and has 12 items. The
scale evaluates three factors of benevolent orientation towards others, namely, faith in humanity,
humanism and kantianism each factor consist of 4 items. A 5-point Likert scale is used to score
each item (1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). The individual with higher scores is high on
light triad traits. Light triad scale has good psychometric properties including internal consistency.
The alpha reliability for three factors, namely, faith in humanity, humanism and kantianism are o =
0.82, 0.79, and 0.72. The alpha reliability for light triad scale is 0.84.

Malevolent Creativity Behavior Scale (MCBYS)

The Malevolent Creativity Behavior Scale (MCBS), developed by Hao et al. (2016), was used to
assess malevolent creative behavioral tendencies among emerging adults. This self-report measure
consists of 13 items. It includes three dimensions (hurting people= 6 items, lying= 4 items, playing
tricks=3 items). Each item is scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 =always). Higher scores
reflect higher frequency of malevolently creative behaviors. Malevolent creativity behavior scale
has good psychometric properties including internal consistency. The alpha reliability for three
dimensions, namely hurting people, lying and playing tricks are oo = 0.80, 0.76 and 0.61. The alpha
reliability for malevolent creativity behavior scale is 0.80.

Results

Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS software version 26 on the collected data. For
study variables, descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients were used. Present study employed
Pearson Product Correlation analysis to examine correlations among demographic variables,
childhood neglect (emotional and physical neglect), light triad traits (faith in humanity, humanism,
kantianism) and malevolent creativity (hurting people, lying, playing tricks). Moderation analysis
was conducted to examine light triad traits as a moderator in predicting malevolent creativity from
childhood neglect using the PROCESS macro by Hayes, 2017).

Table 1 provides a summary of participants' demographic characteristics. Most participants were
20 years old on average (M = 20.63, SD = 1.88). There are 155 men (47%) and 175 women (53%).
The participants had an average of 15.61 years of education (SD = 1.49). The average number of
years of education for mothers was 9.23 (SD = 4.04), on average, fathers had 12.60 years of age
(SD = 3.99).
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of the Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 330).

Variables f (%) M (SD)
Age (in years) 20.63 (1.88)
Gender

Men 155 (47)

Women 175 (53)

Education (in years) 15.61 (1.49)
Mother’s education (in years) 9.23 (4.04)
Father’s education (in years) 12.60 (3.99)

Note. M=mean, SD=standard deviation, f=frequency, %=percentage.

Table 2 depicted the alpha reliability levels of scales and their subscales. The reliability analysis
for childhood neglect indicated high internal consistency (o = .82), with emotional neglect
demonstrating strong reliability (a = .85), while physical neglect showed acceptable reliability (o =
.52). The light triad traits scale exhibited good reliability (oo = .81), with its factors (faith in
humanity, humanism, and Kantianism) ranging from .61 to .75. Malevolent creativity displayed
excellent reliability (o = .87), with its dimensions (hurting people, lying, and playing tricks)
showing acceptable reliability, ranging from .64 to .75.

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Cronbach’s Alpha for Childhood Neglect (Emotional Neglect
and Physical Neglect), Light Triad Traits (Faith in Humanity, Humanism and Kantianism), and
Malevolent Creativity (Hurting People, Lying, Playing Tricks) among Emerging Adults (N =
330).

Range
Variables k M SD Potential Actual o
Childhood neglect 10 22.38 8.14 10-50 10-47 .82
Emotional neglect 5 11.84 5.10 5-25 5-25 .85
Physical neglect 5 11.25 3.34 5-25 5-23 71
Light triad traits 12 42.60 8.40 12-60 18-60 81
Faith in humanity 4 13.69 3.47 4-20 4-20 .62
Humanism 4 13.91 3.37 4-20 4-20 15
Kantianism 4 13.98 3.28 4-20 4-20 61
Malevolent creativity 13 30.62 10.12 13-65 14-59 87
Hurting people 6 13.62 4.99 6-30 6-27 75
Lying 4 9.78 3.63 4-20 4-19 74
Playing tricks 3 7.22 291 3-15 3-15 .64

Note. k = Number of items; M=Mean; SD= Standard Deviation; o= Cronbach’s Alpha.

Table 3 highlights that childhood neglect and its subscales (emotional neglect and physical
neglect) showed a significant negative correlation with light triad traits and its factors (faith in
humanity, humanism and kantianism). Childhood neglect and its subscales (emotional neglect and
physical neglect) exhibited a significant positive correlation with malevolent creativity and its
dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing tricks), while emotional neglect showed a non-
significant correlation with playing trick the dimension of malevolent creativity. Light triad traits
and its factors (faith in humanity, humanism and kantianism) exhibited a significant negative
correlation with malevolent creativity and its dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing tricks).
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Table 3: Bivariate Correlation between Childhood neglect (Emotional Neglect, Physical
Neglect), Light Triad Traits (Faith in Humanity, Humanism, Kantianism) and Malevolent

Creativity (Hurting People, Lying, Playing Trick) among Emerging Adults (N=330).

Sr Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Childhood - 92 8Txr* SALFRR L pgERk L Akkk -.36*** 26*** 22%** 28%** 7R
neglect

2 Emotional - B2%** - 41F** - 2T*** -.38%** -.35%** A7EE* 15%** 21xF* .08
neglect

3 Physical neglect - -.38%** - 24%** -.38%** - 29%** 31xE* 26%** 30%** 26%**

4 Light triad traits 8Lx** B3x** .80*** -.35x** -.35*** - 33FFE QR

5 Faith in humanity B1x** ABFF* -.29%** 32 * S 23xFk L ]pRrr

6 Humanism - 52*** -.36%** -.33%** -.38%** - 21%**

7 Kantianism -.20%** - 19%** -.19%** -.13*

8 Malevolent creativity .93*** 8T*** 8L***

9 Hurting people J10FF* .64***

10 Lying S7xx*

11 Playing trick

*p <.05; ** p <.01; ***p<.001.

Table 4 shows that age was found to be significantly negatively correlated with malevolent
creativity and its dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing trick). Results further reveal that
participant’s years of education significantly negatively correlated with lying the dimension of
malevolent creativity. Similarly participants’ years of mother’s education significantly negatively
correlated with malevolent creativity and its dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing trick).
Furthermore, years of father’s education was found to be significantly negatively correlated with

malevolent creativity and its dimensions (lying, playing trick).

Table 4: Bivariate Correlation between Demographic Variables (Age, Education, Parental
Education) and Malevolent Creativity (Hurting People, Lying, Playing Trick) among Emerging

Adults (N=330).

Sr  Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Age - 61 04 10 -137 -11" -1l -12
2  Years of education - -00 .09 -.10 -.05 -13 -.10

3 Years of mother's education - 4277 -2077 -1877 -1877 -16
4 Years of father's education - -157  -08  -147 -13
5  Malevolent creativity - 937 87 8l
6  Hurting people - .70 .64

7  Lying - 57
8 Playing trick -

*

p <.05; ** p <.01; ***p<.001.
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Table 5: Moderating Role of Light Triad Traits in Predicting Malevolent Creativity from
Childhood Neglect among Emerging Adults (N = 330).

95% CI

Variables B SE LL UL
Constant 35.68*** 1.62 32.47 38.87
Childhood Neglect 13* .06 -.00 .26
Light Triad Traits -.20%* .07 -.34 -.06
Childhood Neglect xLight Triad Traits -.02%** .00 -.03 -.01

Low light triad traits RC7 Skl .07 19 49

Medium light triad traits 13* .06 -.00 .26

High light triad traits -.07 .08 -.25 .09
Covariate

Gender -3.80*** 1.00 -5.76 -1.82

R® 22
F 22.73***

Note. B=Coefficient value; SE= Standard Error; F= Model Fit; R2=Coefficient of variation.
*p <.05; ** p <.01; ***p < .001.

Table 5 indicates that light triad traits significantly moderated the relationship between childhood
neglect and malevolent creativity. The analysis demonstrated that childhood neglect was a
significant positive predictor of malevolent creativity (B = .13, p <.05), while light triad traits had
a significant negative association with malevolent creativity (B = -.20, p < .01). The interaction
between childhood neglect and light triad traits was significant (B = -.02, p <.001), indicating that
light triad traits moderated the relationship between childhood neglect and malevolent creativity.
The conditional effects revealed that at low levels of light triad traits, childhood neglect was
positively associated with malevolent creativity (B = .34, p < .001). This effect remained
significant but weaker at moderate levels of light triad traits (B = .13, p < .05) and became non-
significant at high levels (B = -.07, p > .05). Additionally, gender was found to be significant
negative predictors of malevolent creativity (B = -3.80, p < .001). The overall model explained
22% of the variance in malevolent creativity (R? = 0.22) and was statistically significant (F =
22.73, p < .001).

Figure 1: Slope Plot Showing Interaction Effect of Light Triad Traits and Childhood Neglect on
Malevolent Creativity among Emerging Adults (N = 330).

Light triad Traits
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¢ Medium
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The interaction plot showed that the relationship between childhood neglect and malevolent
creativity was significant at low and medium levels of light triad traits, with a stronger positive
association observed at low level. However, at high levels of light triad traits, the relationship
between childhood neglect and malevolent creativity was non-significant.

Figure 2: Pathway Model Showing Interaction Effect of Light Triad Traits and Childhood
Neglect on Malevolent Creativity among Emerging Adults (N = 330).

Childhood Ne

1 ] B=.20* AN,
Light Triad Ml Malevolent Cre .-iw

Childhood Ne:
x Light Triad

Discussion

The core objective of the current study was to examine the relationship between childhood neglect
on malevolent creativity in emerging adults. Additionally, the study aimed to investigate the
moderating effect of light triad traits on malevolent creativity.

It was hypothesized that there is likely to be a relationship between childhood neglect, light triad
traits, and malevolent creativity among emerging adults. The findings of current study indicate
childhood neglect and it subscales (emotional neglect and physical neglect) significantly
negatively correlated with light triad traits and its factors (faith in humanity, humanism and
kantianism). These results align with those from earlier research, indicated that childhood trauma
leads to negative impacts on temperament and personality traits. The extent and nature of these
effects are influenced by the specific characteristics of the adversity experienced (Clark, 2005).
Emotional neglect is associated with higher neuroticism and lower extraversion, conscientiousness,
and agreeableness, while physical neglect correlates with increased neuroticism and reduced
agreeableness (Hengartner et al., 2015). The light triad shows a strong association with
agreeableness but only a weak link to conscientiousness, extraversion, openness, and neuroticism
(Gerymski & Krok, 2019; Kaufman et al., 2019).

The findings also indicated that childhood neglect and its subscales (emotional neglect and
physical neglect) exhibited a significant positive correlation with malevolent creativity and its
dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing tricks), whereas emotional neglect showed a non-
significant correlation with playing trick the dimension of malevolent creativity. The findings are
consistent with existing literature which indicates a positive correlation between individual
malevolent creativity and childhood neglect (Jia et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022). The previous research
also indicates that individuals who experience neglect of their physical and emotional needs may
develop harmful behaviors, such as deceiving others, lying, or playing tricks in their interactions
with others (Bedu-Addo et al., 2023).

The results showed that light triad traits and its factors (faith in humanity, humanism and
kantianism) exhibited a significant negative correlation with malevolent creativity and its
dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing tricks). This aligns with previous research, which found
that individuals scoring high on the light triad scale are less prone towards malevolent creative
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behaviors, such as theft or lying even when faced with persistent hostility from supervisors (Malik
et al., 2020). Another study found that the prosocial personality trait tends to negatively predict the
tendency for unethical behavior (Anyaegbunam & Anazonwu, 2016).

It was hypothesized that there is likely to be a relationship between demographic variables and
malevolent creativity and its dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing tricks). In present study
age was found to be significantly negatively correlated with malevolent creativity and its
dimensions (hurting people, lying, playing trick), suggesting that older individuals tend to engage
less in malevolent creativity. This is in line with previous research which suggest that deviant
behavior typically emerges in early adolescence (ages 12—14), increases in frequency during mid-
adolescence (ages 14-17), and starts to decline as individuals reach late adolescence (ages 17 and
beyond) (Kim & Bushway, 2018).

Findings of current study further showed that there is negative correlation between participant’s
years of education and lying the dimension of malevolent creativity. The study emphasized that
individuals who are more engaged in education are likely to develop improved coping strategies,
which can contribute to a decline in lying tendencies. This suggests that as students advance in
their education, they may foster stronger ethical values and enhanced self-regulation, reducing
their likelihood of dishonest behavior (Chiu et al., 2016).

Results of study further revealed that participants’ years of mother’s education negatively
associated with malevolent creativity and its dimensions (hurting people, lying and playing trick),
suggesting that individuals whose mothers are more educated are less prone to engage in these
forms of malevolent creativity. Previous study indicated that parental education has a beneficial
impact on children’s outcomes even into adulthood. For example, adult offspring of parents with
higher levels of education are less likely to smoke (Fagan et al., 2005) or experience serious
depression (Park et al., 2013).

Furthermore results of study indicated a significant negative correlation between years of father’s
education and malevolent creativity (hurting people and playing trick). This suggests that
individuals whose fathers have higher educational level are less likely to engage in these harmful
or deceptive behaviors. These findings are in line with the literature, which suggests that educated
fathers create a supportive environment, model ethical behavior, and promote positive conflict
resolution, which may reduce malevolent creativity in children. Additionally, higher parental
education is linked to better social skills in children (Blair et al., 2015).

It was hypothesize that light triad traits are likely to moderate the relationship between childhood
neglect and malevolent creativity among emerging adults. Present study found that the light triad
traits moderated the relationship between childhood neglect and malevolent creativity, this
suggests that as childhood neglect increases, individuals with stronger light triad traits tend to
exhibit a decrease in malevolent creativity. A prior study demonstrated that the light triad traits
both decreased the association between psychological contract violation and malevolent creativity
and reduced the impact of abusive supervision on malevolent creativity (Malik et al., 2020). These
results indicate that individuals with strong light triad traits are less likely to use malevolent
creativity to deliberately harm other people. Specifically, such individuals exhibit a heightened
concern for the impact of their actions on others and strive to ensure their behavior is not perceived
as harmful (Kaufman et al., 2019).
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Conclusion

The present study examined the relationship between childhood neglect and malevolent creativity
among emerging adults, with light triad traits as a moderator. Results showed that higher
childhood neglect was linked to increased malevolent creativity, but this association was non-
significant among those with strong light triad traits, suggesting a protective effect.

The present study provides an empirical basis for understanding how childhood neglect relates to
malevolent creativity, moderated by light triad traits. The findings suggest the importance of
culturally relevant interventions that promote positive traits to improve community well-being and
social interactions in Pakistan. Study also highlight the need to strengthen child protection laws
and policies and support welfare organizations in addressing parenting challenges to prevent
neglect and its negative psychological and creative effects.

Limitations

The use of self-report measures to assess sensitive behaviors like malevolent creativity may have
influenced how openly participants responded, even though anonymity was assured. It's also worth
noting that other personality traits — such as impulsivity or aggression — were not considered in
the current model, yet they may play a meaningful role in shaping malevolent behaviors. Including
these factors in future research could offer a more complete understanding of the dynamics
involved.
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