
ABSTRACT

The current study examines the associations of Machiavellianism (Mach) and Expressive Suppression (ES) as 
explanations for internalizing behaviors. This study aimed to examine Mach in adolescents with internalizing 
behaviors, and to explore the mediating role of ES in the relation between Mach and internalizing behaviors. 
Youth Self Report (YSR), Mach-IV scale alongside with the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire for Children 
and Adolescents (ERQ-CA) was administered to 104 adolescents in UCSI International University with the 
age range of 13-18. Pearson correlation coefficients as well as standard mediational analysis was executed to 
test the stated hypothesis. It was concluded that Mach was positively correlated with internalizing behaviors 
in adolescents attending UCSI International University. It was drawn that ES partially mediates the indirect 
relationship between Mach and anxious/depressive symptoms while it fully mediates the relationship 
between Mach and Depressed/Withdrawn. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Adolescence is known to be a stage of experiencing 
intense changes, conflicts and challenges, as the period 
of transition into adulthood (Arnett, 1999). Susman & 
Rogol (2004) highlighted the intercorrelation among 
biological, social and psychological factors in 
adolescents' development. It is reported that considerable 
number of adolescents might experience conflictual 
interpersonal relationships (Hashim, 2007), develop 
developmental problems such as depression and suicide 
(Berk, 2017) and in general face with increasing number 
of emotional and behavioral problems (Idris,2017). 
Besides, social changes due to the urbanization in 
Malaysia have led to intensification of mental health 
problems in children and adolescents in Malaysia (Idris, 
2017). 

Recognizing how critical this development considered 
to be for the adolescents' subsequent years of life, 
increasing number of literature have been studying the 
components associated with internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors in Malaysia (Salwina et al., 
2013; Ahmad et al.,2015; Kaur et al., 2014; Nik Jaafar 
et al., 2013; Low et al.,2018) which might interfere 

with normal development of the adolescents. 
Internalizing behaviours, which are the focus of this 
study, indicate to introverted psychological problems 
such as depressed and anxious symptoms, social 
withdrawal and somatic complaints (Achenbach & 
Edelbrock, 1983; Liu, 2004).

Machiavellianism (Mach) and Expressive Suppression 
(ES) are presumed to be two socio-cognitive components 
which can significantly affect mental health in children 
and adolescents (Mash & Berkley, 1998). Deficits in 
mental health results in impairments in individual's 
interpersonal relations and therefore, might lead to 
manifestation of disorders. In order to address this issue, 
it is suggested to examine social, affective and cognitive 
functions (Seppala, Rossomando & Doty, 2013). 

Machiavellianism (Mach) is regarded as social-
behavioural pathway in which an individual tends to 
deceive others with an ulterior motive of personal gain 
and interest (Wilson, Near & Miller, 1996). Some 
studies have investigated the relevant components to 
Machiavellianism. For instance, negative association 
between Mach and emotional intelligence in both 
sample of adults and children have been reported. 
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Second, some researchers focused on the association 
between ToM and Mach. Controversial results were 
found. While positive relation between cognitive Tom 
and Mach was presented (Chandler, Fritz & Hala, 1978; 
Russell et al., 1991), in a study conducted by `Barlow, 
Qualter & Stylianou (2010), Mach was investigated as 
an extra correlate of ToM. The results showed a 
negative correlation between ToM and Mach. 
Additionally, negative correlation between emotional 
intelligence (i.e. trait and ability) and Mach was found 
which was divergent with previous literature (Austin et 
al., 2007). 

Emotion Regulation is a process in which individual 
identifies the emotion, evaluates the emotion and 
eventually modifies the affective response in a specific 
situation and it consists of extrinsic and intrinsic process 
(langevin, Hebert & Cosstette, 2015). Deficits in ER is 
referred as emotion dysregulation which is highly 
correlated to great number of psychological disorders. In 
specific, internalizing disorders such as depression and 
anxiety (Gross,1998). It is stated that children with 
internalized disorders experience emotions in different 
fashion comparing to their peers. Negative and 
threatening information is believed to be intensified in 
such individuals. Expressive Suppression (ES) and 
Cognitive Reappraisal are the emotion regulation 
strategies used by individuals in confrontation with 
different emotional cues. This study highlights 
Expressive Suppression in association with internalizing 
behaviours in adolescents. This study aims to examine 
(1) the influence of Mach on Internalizing Behaviours; 
(2) Whether ES Mediates the relationship between 
Mach and Internalizing Behaviours. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Coming into conflicts with parents and teachers, 
experiencing mood swings, tendencies of risky 
behaviours expand in adolescence (Arnett, 1999; 
Buchanan & Holmbeck, 1998). Taken from the teachers 
and parents perspectives, adolescence is assumed to be a 
challenging period for young adults. Therefore, Several 
studies proclaimed that Internalizing Behaviours in 
adolescence is dramatically intensified comparing to 
early- or middle-childhood periods (Wenar & Kerig, 
2006; Buchanan & Holmbeck, 1998). Internalizing 
Behaviours is defined as intropunitive disturbed moods 
and emotions which is composed of behavioural, 
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cognitive and affective aspects (Zhan-Waxler, Dougan, 
& Slattery; 2000). 

In the past decades, considerable amount of attention 
has drawn to the socio-cognitive components 
(Machiavellianism, Emotion Regulation) associated to 
internalizing behaviours in children and adolescents. In 
a longitudinal seminal research executed by Geng et al. 
(2017), the associations between Machiavellianism, 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors in 454 
Chinese adolescents were examined. Several outcomes 
were found. First, it was asserted that the most apparent 
levels of Mach is found in youth and in subsequent 
stages of life it decrease slightly. This was consistent 
with the previous work (Sutton & Keogh, 2000). 
Second, Machiavellianism was reported to be 
positively correlated with psychological problems (i.e. 
hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, peer relationship 
and conduct problems). Several existing findings were 
in line with the former (Geng et al., 2016;  Lau & 
Marsee, 2013; Muris, Meester 2013). Lastly, Geng et 
al. (2017) failed to support the hypothesis in which 
internalizing behaviors played a mediating role 
between Mach and externalizing behaviors. 

Emotion regulation is defined as a process in which an 
individual monitor, evaluates and modulates the 
emotional responses in pursuance of accomplishing 
personal objectives and enhancing social functioning 
(Thompson, 1994). More awareness over affective 
functions will be gained in adolescence comparing to 
the childhood. However, due to the intensified nature of 
such components, less control is observed among 
adolescents (Casey, Jones & Hare, 2008). 

The process model of emotion regulation developed by 
Gross (1998) in the past recent years and it received a 
considerable amount of attention among developmental 
researchers (Betts, Gullone, & Allen, 2009, Hughes et 
al., 2006, Larsen et al., 2013). This model aims to 
highlight different emotion regulation strategies one 
can employ within the process of generating emotions. 
Antecedent-focused (i.e. cognitive reappraisal) or 
response-focused (i.e. expressive suppression) 
strategies might regulate the perceived emotion (Gross, 
1998). 

The most comprehensive and coherent body of research 
involving internalizing behaviors has consistently 
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highlighted the role of emotion regulation. However, 
the findings over that topic are still sparse and vague. 
Some studies have demonstrated suppressing negative 
emotions might be linked to later internalizing and 
externalizing disorders in children and adolescents 
(Keenan & Hipwell, 2005; Eisenberg, Spinrad & 
Eggum, 2000; Cole, Michel & Teti, 1994). In a study of 
school-age girls by Keenan & Hipwell (2005), 
depressive symptoms were associated with those who 
suppressed their negative emotions.

It is true that, the main variables of current study have 
been individually studied. However, to our knowledge, 
no research has been carried out inspecting all the 
discussed variables. Therefore, by conducting his 
research we are with this hope that we can fill the 
literature gap specifically in Malaysian context. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

 Participants 

The participants are chosen by employing non-
probability convenience sampling in UCSI International 
University. 104 adolescents were chosen within the age 
range of 13-18. 

Measures

Youth Self Report (YSR) 

YSR (Achenbach, 1991) with a total items of 112, is a 
self-administered instrument for the children with the age 
range of 11-18. It aims at identifying externalizing and 
internalizing difficulties over the past six month with a 3-
point-Likert score (0 = not true; 1 = somewhat/sometimes 
true; 2 = very/often true). The internalizing band pertains 
to anxious/depressed, somatic complaints and social 
withdrawal. Higher scores indicate to higher 
internalizing behaviours in adolescents. The internalizing 
band has shown an excellent reliability of internal 
consistency with the Cronbach alpha of 0.92 (Alati et al., 
2005)

The Mach IV 

The Mach IV (Christie & Geis,1970), measures levels 
of Machiavellianism in children (deception) while 
using the 5-point Likert scoring (1=strongly agree to 
5=strongly disagree). In overall, the survey comprises 
of 20 items (e.g. “the best way to handle people is to tell 

them what they want to hear”). Higher scores represent 
higher Machiavellianism. Rauthmannn (2013) claimed 
an acceptable internal consistency for the kiddie Mach 
(α=0.82). 

The Emotion Regulation Questionnaire for Children 
and Adolescents (ERQ-CA)

ERQ-CA is a revised version of the Emotion Regulation 
Questionnaire (ERQ) developed. It consists of 10 
simplified items. The items’ wordings are simplified in 
ERQ-CA. Furthermore, the seven-point Likert scoring 
is reduced to five-point Likert scoring (1=strongly 
disagree, 2=disagree, 3=half and half, 4=agree, 5= 
strongly agree). ERQ-CA assess Emotion Regulation 
strategies of Cognitive reappraisal (6 items: i.e. “When I 
want to feel happier, I think about something different”) 
and Expressive suppression (4 items: i.e. “I keep my 
feelings to myself”). Higher scores in ERQ-CA shows 
greater Emotion regulation strategies in individuals. 
Internal consistency for both domains has been reported 
high with α= 0.79 (Cognitive reappraisal) and α= 0.73 
(Expressive Suppression). Comparingly, past literature 
proclaims a high 3-month test-retest reliability (r= 
0.69). Additionally, the discriminant and convergent 
validity were reported good. Scoring range for 
Cognitive Reappraisal was 6-30 while the scoring range 
for the Expressive Suppression was 4-20 (Gross & 
John, 2004). 

Analysis 

Prior to conducting any statistical analysis, data should 
be prepared. Hence, data cleaning, screening for 
missing data, outliers, normality and multicollinearity 
was carefully executed. Statistical Package for the Sal 
Sciences version 19.0 (SPSS 19.0) is believed to be the 
major statistical instrument, were utilized in the 
analyses of the current research. 

Descriptive Analysis- The preliminary information 
including participants’ demographic profile and the 
constructs of present study is depicted using in table 1. 
The majority of the participants were 15-16 years old 
(52.9%) while 17-18 year-olds were the least (14.4%) 
(M=15.8, Sd.=1.2). Female and Male participants were 
equally distributed (f= 50% , m=50%). The majority of 
respondents were Chinese (74.7%), Others (13.5%) , 
Indian (7.7%) and Malay (4.8%), respectively. 
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Table 1: Sample Characteristics of Respondents

Note. Sd. = standard deviation, Min= Minimum, Max= Maximum

Differences in mean scores by sex and age of adolescents 
are displayed in Table 2. Accordingly, adolescents with 
age range of 13-14 demonstrated higher levels of 
Machiavellianism 58.90 (SD=1.319) comparing to those 
in the late adolescent stage. Moreover, Anxious/ 
Depressive and Withdrawn/Depressive behaviors were 
significantly higher in adolescents between 17-18 
respectively  ( M = 11.87, SD = 1.195l ; M = 7.80, SD = 
6.41). However, Emotional Suppression was slightly 
fluctuated  in all age groups with the mean  of 12.97 (SD 
=0.365) for youngsters in their early stage of adolescence 
, 12.71 (SD =0.290) in mid stage of adolescence and 
12.73 (SD =0.473) in late stage of adolescence, 
emphasizing that emotional suppression as a kind of 
emotion regulation strategy, is much more implemented 
in early adolescent years comparing to adolescents with 
the age range of 15-18. 

Table 2:  Means and Standard Deviation of Main 
Variables by Sex and Age

Note: Anx/Dep: Anxious/Depressed, Wit/Dep: Withdrawn/Depressed, Som/Com: Somatic

This finding is parallel to outcomes by Gullone & Taffe 
(2011). Levels of Machiavellianism, Emotional 
Suppression and Internalizing Behaviors (i.e. Anxious 
/Depressive, Withdrawn/Depressive and Somatic 
Complains) were significantly higher in females. This 
finding is inconsistent with the past findings, where 
males  reported  with  higher  total  levels  of 
Machiavellianism (Barlow, Quarter & Stylianou, 2010). 

Bivariate Analysis-Bivariate relationships among the 
study variables were described using Pearson 
Correlation Coefficients (Table 3). Results revealed 
that Machiavellianism is positively associated with 
Depressed/Anxious (r=0.305, P<0.01), Withdraw 
/Depressed (r=0.211, P<0.05) and Somatic Complaints 
(r = 0.220, P<0.05). In other words, Machiavellianism 
and Internalizing behaviours demonstrate a low to 
moderate positive correlation. The findings obtained 
through previous studies were consistent with the 
findings of the present study (Geng et al., 2017).

Table 3: Pearson Correlations for All Key Measures

P<.01**, P<.05*

It can be gleaned from Table 3 that, Emotional 
suppression is positively associated to other study 
variables; with a low positive correlation to 
Machiavellianism (r=0.217, P<0.01), Anxious/ 
Depressive behaviours (r= 0.294,  P<0.01), Withdrawn 
/Depressive behaviours (r=0.208, P<0.05), and Somatic 
Complains (r=0.212, P<0.05). There are insufficient 
studies on the relationship between Machiavellianism 
and Emotional Suppression. However, Expressive 
Suppression and Cognitive Reappraisal are defined as 
strategies used in emotion regulation (Gullone & Taffe, 
2011) and that emotion regulation is considered as a 
subset of Emotional Intelligence (Jaworowska & 
Matczak, 2001). Therefore, it is suspected that the 
provided findings respecting emotional intelligence 
might indicate to emotional intelligence. Inconsistent 
with the results of the current study, previous findings 
demonstrated a negative relationship between 
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Machiavellianism and emotional intelligence (Pilch, 
2008; Sjöberg et al., 2001; Austin et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, the demonstrated relationships between 
Expressive Suppression and internalizing behaviours 
were similar to previous research findings (Larsen et 
al.,2013; Keenan & Hipwell, 2005; Eisenberg, Spinrad 
& Eggum 2000; Cole, Michael & Teti, 1994). 

Standard Mediational Analysis- The aim of this section is 
to examine the mediating role of Expressive Suppression 
on the between Machiavellianism and Internalizing 
Behaviors. Multicollinearity was not a problem 
(VIF=1.049; tolerance = 0.953). With regards to 
Anxious/Depressed, in model 1 of the hierarchical 
regression, Machiavellianism was significantly related to 
Anxious/ Depressive Behaviors [F (1.102) = 10.493, p 

<0.01]. When Expressive Suppression was added in 
model 3, Mach became less significant [F(1.102)= 5.019, 
p<0.05] and Expressive Suppression was significantly 
related to Anxious/Depressive behaviors [F (2,102) 
=8.751, p<0.001]. Thus, Expressive Suppression 
appeared to partially mediate the relation between 
Machiavellianism and Anxious Depressive behaviors 
(Table 4.). The following regression coefficient were 
presented: Expressive Suppression on Anxious/ 
depressed (β= 0.239, p<0.05 ), and Anxious/Depressed 
on Mach and Expressive Suppression (β=0.254, p<0.01). 
Results of Sobel’s test were significant (z=0.634; p< 
0.01), with approximately 16.7% of the Mach to 
Anxious/Depressed path accounted for by Expressive 
Suppression (Figure 1).

Table 4: Standard Mediational Analysis for Anxious Depressed
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Figure1: Results of the standard meditational analysis
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It can be drawn that the significance in path c and c’ has 
decreased while the relationship in path b is still 
significant; presenting the partial mediation. 

With respect to withdrawn/depressed, in model 1 of the 
hierarchical regression, Machiavellianism was 
significantly related to Depressed/Withdrawn 
Behaviors [F(1.102)=4.771, P<0.05]. When Expressive 
Suppression was added in model 3, Mach became 
insignificant [F(1.102) = 5.019, p< 0.05] and 
Expressive Suppression was significantly related to 
Depressed / Withdrawn behaviors [F (2.102) = 8.751,  p 

<0.001]. Thus, Expressive Suppression appeared to 
fully mediate the relation between Machiavellianism 
and Depressed/Withdrawn behaviors (Table 5). The 
following regression coefficient were presented: 
Expressive Suppression on Withdrawn/Depressed (β= 
0.170,  p<0.05 ), and Withdrawn/Depressed on Mach 
and Expressive Suppression (β=0.175, P>0.05). Results 
of Sobel’s test were significant (z=1.339; p < 0.05), with 
approximately 13.9% of the Mach to Withdrawn/ 
Depressed path accounted for by Expressive 
Suppression (Figure 2).

Table 5:  Standard Mediational Analysis for Withdrawn/Depressed

β

Figure 2: Results of the standard meditational analysis



It can be illustrated that the significance in path c and c’ 
has shifted to insignificant while the relationship in path 
b is still significant; presenting the full mediation. 

Regarding Somatic complains, the model 1 of the 
hierarchical regression, Machiavellianism was 
significantly related to Somatic Complaints [F (1.102) = 
5.191, P<0.05]. When Expressive Suppression was 
added in model 3, Mach became more significant 

Table 6: Result for Mediational Analysis- Somatic Complains

[F(1.102) = 5.019] and Expressive Suppression was 
insignificant to Somatic Complaints [F (2.101) = 2.571, 
P >0.05]. Thus, Expressive Suppression appeared not to 
mediate the relation between Machiavellianism and 
Somatic Complains (Table 6). The following regression 
coefficient were presented: Expressive Suppression on 
Somatic  Complaints  (β=0.970,  p>0.05)  and 
Withdrawn/Depressed on Mach and Expressive 
Suppression (β= 0.029, P<0.05). 

β

The purpose of this section was to investigate the 
mediating role of expressive suppression as a component 
of emotion regulation, in the relationship of the 
Machiavellianism and internalizing behaviors (i.e. 
Anxious/Depressed, Depressed/Withdrawn and Somatic 
Complaints). From the previous results, it indicates that 
the total effect of the Mach on Anxious/Depressed (β= 
0.305, p < 0.01) decreases when suppression is included 
in the model ( β = 0.254, p < 0.050). Moreover, the 
indirect effect of Mach on Anxious/Depressed through 
Expressive Suppression is significant as examined by 
Sobel test (z = 1.67, P < 0.01 ). The direct effect of Mach 
on Anxious/Depressed decreases but it is significant. 
Therefore, Expressive Suppression is a partial mediator 
of the relation between Mach and Anxious /Depressed.

Furthermore, it indicates that the total effect of the Mach 
on Withdrawn/Depressed (β= 0.211, p < 0.05) is no 

longer significant when suppression is included in the 
model (β = 0.175, p > 0.05). Moreover, the indirect effect 
of Mach on Withdrawn/Depressed through Expressive 
Suppression is significant as examined by Sobel test (z = 
1.33, P < 0.05). Therefore, Expressive Suppression is a 
full mediator of the relation between Mach and 
Withdrawn/ Depressed.

Lastly, it is seemed that the total effect of the Mach on 
Withdrawn/Depressed (β= 0.220 p< 0.05) is no longer 
significant when suppression is included in the model (β 
=0.221, p <0.05). Therefore, Emotional Suppression is 
not a mediator of the relation between Mach and 
Somatic Complain.

The findings of the current study are homogenous with 
the previous studies. Machiavellians-individuals who 
have high scores on Mach scales-display a specific 
emotion regulation style (Christie & Geis, 1970).  
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Furthermore, emotion dysregulation has been indicated 
to mediate the association among stress exposure and 
negative psychological health outcomes. This single 
out the mediating role of emotion regulation in 
internalizing behaviors. In an explicit study by Deak et 
al. (2017), it was asserted that cognitive reappraisal 
mediates the relationship between Machiavellianism 
and neurooncological levels.

Moreover, Sharp et al., (2011) claimed that two 
components of emotion regulation (i.e. cognitive 
reappraisal and expressive suppression mediate the 
relationship between affective theory of mind and 
adolescents with borderline personality traits. According 
to the past studies, affective theory of mind is an 
analogous term with Machiavellianism as they are 
linked with comprehending emotion and expressing 
them in a literal or a deceptive trend (Dennis et al., 2013). 
Therefore, it can be said from previous statements that 
the findings of the present study demonstrate a consistent 
result with the reviewed literature in general. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

The result of this study needs to be considered in the light 
of number of limitations. First, this is a cross-sectional 
study, which limits any casual inferences. According the 
Bandura (1999), the interplay among personal factors 
and exhibition of behaviors are dynamic. Therefore, 
conducting a longitudinal study where the casual 
relationship of the former factors can be fully 
investigated might be essential in further studies. 
Moreover, the small sample size in this study might have 
affected the results of the current study (Cresswell, 
2007). Thus, taking a greater sample size might 
demonstrate a more significant result. Besides, the main 
focus of this study was on adolescents within the age 
range of 13-18. A comparable study on earlier stages of 
life (i.e. early, mid or late childhood) can be conducted in 
future research. Plus, concentrating on a clinical sample 
rather than nonclinical sample might lead to a more 
considerable result. Lastly, employing multiple sources 
rather than counting on merely a source, is considered to 
be another recommendation for the following studies. 
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