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Abstract: Persons high in the manipulative, misanthropic trait Machiavellianism make use of various forms of 
deception to attain their goals. A recent study demonstrated that different facets of Machiavellianism account 
for different kinds of deception (Blötner & Bergold, 2023; https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12559). Intelligence could 
be another predictor of deception production. This research examined the interactions between different facets 
of Machiavellianism and verbal reasoning to predict the production of empty, vague pseudo-information that 
is supposed to help achieve desired states or prevent undesired ones (co-called “bullshit”). In a sample of 525 
participants, and consistent with the hypotheses, individuals with high scores in the goal-oriented facet of 
Machiavellianism produced “bullshit” more frequently to achieve certain goals if they also scored high in verbal 
reasoning. Thus, and opposing common assumptions, Machiavellianism is not sufficient to explain 
engagement in deceptive behavior as it only reflects the motivation to do so. Especially in the case of verbally 
expressed deception, verbal skills are also required to be successful. 
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1. Introduction 

During the last years, we have been permanently surrounded by (pseudo-)information about 
COVID-19, its origin, assumed ways of infection, presumed ways of effective protection, and 
information about the utility of quarantine. In many cases, the pseudo-information turned out to be 
pointless. Consider, for example, Donald Trump’s recommendation to cure infected individuals by 
having them gargle bleach. However, the spread of misinformation that was not reflected in terms of 
accuracy, meaning, or truth did not only occur during the COVID-19 pandemic. Even before, we were 
confronted with a host of false information in our daily lives and it can be assumed that certain 
individuals are more likely to produce misinformation (Michels et al., 2020; Turi et al., 2022). 

Across numerous everyday situations, certain individuals are typically more likely to try to 
deceive others or to capitalize on interpersonal and societal ambiguities. They do so to acquire 
advantages at the expense of others or to escape from undesired situations. Notably, the motivation 
and the ability to cheat do not necessarily match. The present research, thus, dealt with the distinction 
between motivational and ability-related constituents of engaging in deception. In concrete terms, I 
examined individual differences in the dissemination of so-called “bullshit”, that is, the strategic 
production of misinformation that helps attain antisocial goals and escape inconvenient situations 
(cf. Littrell et al., 2021). 
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1.1. Machiavellianism 

Inspired by the treatises on political reasoning and moral issues published by Niccolò 
Machiavelli, Christie and Geis (1970) derived the personality trait Machiavellianism. It is characterized 
by a strategic attitude according to which the end justifies the means (i.e., any interpersonal strategy 
should be used to achieve desired ends) as well as a pessimistic view of human nature. The latter 
manifests itself in the belief that humankind is driven by egotistic motives and by projecting one’s 
own deceptive intentions onto other people (Blötner & Bergold, 2022; Christie & Geis, 1970).  Blötner 
and Bergold (2022) addressed the lack of a theoretically and empirically sound theoretical foundation 
of Machiavellianism and derived a motivationally oriented conceptualization. Their model captures 
the strategic and planful acquisition of resources of any kind even at others’ expense (Machiavellian 
approach) and the distrustful, skeptical prevention of any kind of harm (Machiavellian avoidance). 
Approach and avoidance facets are theoretically and empirically connected by disagreeableness, 
dishonesty, and cynicism, which all serve the pursuance of the respective motives. Furthermore, 
these shared elements are viewed as prototypically Machiavellian characteristics (Blötner & Bergold, 
2022; Christie & Geis, 1970). Following the selfish and ruthless nature of Machiavellianism, 
Machiavellianism is positively related to the engagement in a host of deceptive behaviors (Turi et al., 
2022). Blötner and Bergold (2023) used their conceptualization of Machiavellianism to model relations 
with the dissemination of empty, misleading pseudo-information with indifference for truth, clarity, 
and/or meaning that is produced to make favorable impressions, to avert potential disadvantages, or 
to deceive in other ways. This sort of empty, misleading pseudo-information is called “bullshit”, and 
its production is called “bullshitting” (Pennycook et al., 2015; Littrell & Fugelsang, 2023; Littrell et al., 
2021). The present research aims to extend the knowledge gained from this study by examining 
verbal reasoning as a moderator of the relations between Machiavellianism and production of 
“bullshit”. 

1.2.“. Bullshit” and “Bullshitting” 

Pennycook et al. (2015) coined the term “bullshit” to refer to empty, misleading statements with 
indifference for truth, clarity, and/or meaning. It is often produced to make favorable impressions, to 
avert potential disadvantages, or to deceive in other ways. To provide an everyday example of 
“bullshitting”, Turpin et al. (2021) referred to being gifted an ugly sweater. If asked whether one likes 
the sweater, a person could escape the unpleasant situation by expressing gratitude and stating how 
kind and thoughtful the present was. This exemplary situation corresponds to evasive “bullshitting”, 
that is, the expression of unclear or meaningless statements to prevent oneself and/or others from 
harm (Littrell et al., 2021) such that an actual response to the question is avoided. On the other hand, 
“bullshit” produced to appear more competent or to achieve desirable goals is called persuasive 
“bullshitting” (Littrell et al., 2021). Consistent with the resource-acquiring and harm-avoiding 
conceptualizations of the facets of Machiavellianism and “bullshitting”, Machiavellian approach was 
associated with higher engagement in persuasive “bullshitting”. Likewise, Machiavellian avoidance 
was associated with higher engagement in evasive “bullshitting” (Blötner & Bergold, 2023).  

1.3. Moderation by Verbal Reasoning  

Machiavellianism embodies the motivation to cheat, but not necessarily the ability to do well in 
this regard (Blötner & Bergold, 2022, 2023; Turi et al., 2022). Although extant theories of intelligence 
do not explicitly mention engagement in fraud, it stands to reason that individuals scoring high in 
cognitive abilities are equipped with better reflective skills than those scoring low in cognitive 
abilities (Pennycook et al., 2015; Sarzyńska et al., 2017). This helps them adapt to their surroundings, 
to learn from experiences, and to engage in various forms of reasoning for the sake of problem solving 
(Neisser et al., 1996; Sarzyńska et al., 2017). Cognitive models on deception emphasize the need to 
craft and maintain successful deception, whereby cognitive abilities are a resource to fulfill the 
cognitive demands related to monitoring verbal expressions and establishing a net of more or less 
irrefutable, deceptive statements (Sarzyńska et al., 2017; Turpin et al., 2021). Consistent with this, 
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Sarzyńska-Wawer et al. (2023) argued that cognitive abilities foster the production of more credible 
lies when these lies were produced spontaneously. Similarly, individuals high in psychopathy (which 
is strongly related to Machiavellianism; Blötner & Bergold, 2022) are less likely to be convicted of 
crime if they also possess high verbal intelligence (Boccio et al., 2018). Employing Sarzyńska-Wawer 
et al.’s (2023) reasoning to the present study, those high in cognitive abilities tend to think more 
strongly about what they are about to say. Indeed, the ability to produce better “bullshit” requires 
high cognitive abilities (Littrell & Fugelsang, 2023). This might be due to higher executive control 
such that higher cognitive abilities help retain information that the originator aims to disguise (Elaad 
et al., 2020; Debey et al., 2015; Sarzyńska-Wawer et al., 2023). Given the linguistic nature of “bullshit”, 
I argue that verbal reasoning abilities in particular help produce “bullshit”. More specifically, I argue 
that those with better verbal reasoning skills possess a richer vocabulary, they are better at reflecting 
the statements they aim to express, they are more likely to detect logical inconsistencies in their 
arguments, it is less taxing for them to produce deception, and they have higher processing speed 
(Sarzyńska et al., 2017; Sarzyńska-Wawer et al., 2023; Sutin et al., 2022; Vrij et al., 2010). Volbert et al. 
(2010), thus, proposed that higher intellect helps generate non-factual statements that are less likely 
to be recognized as such.  

It is reasonable to assume that (cognitive) ability alone does not suffice to engage in deception if 
there is no motivation to do so. In this vein, Vrij et al. (2010) proposed that the combination of verbal 
skills and low feelings of remorse goes along with the production of better deception (see also Turpin 
et al., 2021). The combination proposed by Vrij et al. (2010) is especially true of individuals scoring 
high in both Machiavellianism and verbal reasoning skills. People high in Machiavellianism are 
exploitative, interpersonally cold, and are willing to sacrifice moral standards for their egotistic goals 
if it helps them achieve these goals. Furthermore, Machiavellianism is linked to a plethora of 
deceptive behaviors (Blötner & Bergold, 2022; Christie & Geis, 1970; Michels et al., 2020; Turi et al., 
2022). Due to being equipped with a richer vocabulary and more knowledge about verbal relations 
and meanings (Elaad et al., 2020; Sutin et al., 2022), I expected verbal reasoning to foster the 
production of more eloquent “bullshit” by individuals high in Machiavellianism.  

Michels et al. (2020) brought forward a similar reasoning but could not establish the interaction 
between Machiavellianism and intelligence in predicting lying ability. This, however, can be 
explained in several ways: First, the estimate of reliability of the scale used to measure 
Machiavellianism was relatively poor (Cronbach’s α = .52), potentially accounting for a false-negative 
finding. Second, the employed measure is conceptualized as a single-factor model, whereby 
Machiavellianism was found to be multidimensional. Entangling different contents of the construct 
in a single score might have obscured differential effects among facets of Machiavellianism (Blötner 
& Bergold, 2022, 2023). Third, their sample was relatively small, limiting the statistical power of their 
conclusions.  

1.4. Current Research and Hypotheses 

The stated considerations as well as extant studies point to independent contributions of 
Machiavellianism and verbal reasoning skills in modeling “bullshit” production. Thus, I hypothesized 
that verbal reasoning skills serves as a moderator in the relations between facets of Machiavellianism 
and “bullshit” production. I hypothesized the positive link between Machiavellian approach and 
persuasive “bullshitting” frequency to be stronger if verbal abilities are also high (compared to 
average and low; Hypothesis 1). Likewise, I expected the positive link between Machiavellian 
avoidance and evasive “bullshitting” frequency to be stronger for those with high (as compared to 
average and low) verbal abilities (Hypothesis 2). 

2. Methods 

2.1. Sample 

I adopted the data from Blötner and Bergold’s (2023) study on the main effects of 
Machiavellianism in “bullshit” production and reception. The interaction effects proposed in the 
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current study have not yet been examined. The sample comprises 525 participants (Mage = 24.40, SDage 
= 6.60; 380 self-identifying as female, 143 self-identifying as male, and two self-identifying as diverse). 
The data was predominantly collected in universities and university groups on social media. 
Informed consent was obtained. The study was originally approved by the Institutional Review 
Board of the TU Dortmund University. 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Verbal Reasoning 

Verbal reasoning was measured with the same-named four-item subscale from the International 
Cognitive Ability Resource (see Condon & Revelle, 2014, for the development and evidence of construct 
validity). Respondents are provided with hypothetical situations and are asked to identify the 
conclusion that best aligns with the scenario (fictitious scenario: A is taller than B and B is taller than C., 
correct response: A is taller than C.), Cronbach’s α = .48. 

2.2.2. Machiavellianism 

The Machiavellian Approach and Avoidance Questionnaire (Blötner & Bergold, 2022) was used to 
measure the Machiavellian approach and Machiavellian avoidance (Cronbach’s αs = .80 and .77) 
with four items each, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly 
agree. Despite high overall similarities of the nomological networks of Machiavellian approach and 
subclinical psychopathy, Machiavellian approach is comparatively more strongly associated with 
hope for power and less strongly associated with impulsivity and aggression (Blötner & Bergold, 
2022), supporting construct validity. 

2.2.3.“. Bullshitting” Frequency 

The frequency of engaging in persuasive and evasive “bullshitting” was assessed with the 
Bullshitting Frequency Scale (eight and four items, Cronbach’s αs = .87 and .73, respectively; Littrell 
et al., 2021), 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally/sometimes, 4 = frequently, 5 = a lot/all the time. Littrell et 
al. (2021) reported findings in favor of construct validity. 

2.3. Analytical Strategy 

I computed a confirmatory factor analysis with the items of the five constructs of interest to 
assess the quality of the respective assessments. Afterwards, the hypotheses were evaluated through 
structural equation modeling with the R packages lavaan (version 0.6–15; Rosseel, 2012) and semTools 
(version 0.5–6; Jorgensen et al., 2022). To reduce multicollinearity between the substantial factors and 
the interaction term, I applied residual centering to the product term (Little et al., 2006). To test the 
robustness of the findings, I also applied double-mean centering. Since the p-value of the χ2-test is 
oversensitive to negligible deviations, I based model evaluations on descriptive fit indices and 
concluded good (sufficient) fit of the structural equation models if the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 
exceeded .95 (.90), if the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) fell short of .06 (.10), and 
if the Square Root Mean Residual (SRMR) fell short of .08. (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The Open Science 
Framework Directory of this study provides the data and the analysis script: https://osf.io/m6zbc/. 

3. Results 

Table 1 contains bivariate correlations among all involved constructs. As can be seen, the facets 
of Machiavellianism and “bullshitting” frequency were positively correlated among each other, .15 ≤ 
rs ≤ .47, all ps < .001. Verbal reasoning was unrelated to all other constructs (|rs| ≤ .08, ps ≥ .07), but 
this can be attributed to unreliability. 
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Table 1. Relations Among the Constructs Involved in the Study as well as Control Variables. 

 Approach Avoidance Persuasive BS Evasive BS VR Age 
Avoidance .43 —     

Persuasive BS .39 .28 —    
Evasive BS .15 .17 .47 —   

VR .02 .02 -.05 .08   
Age -.04 -.04 -.14 -.20 -.03  

Gender .02† .02† .002† .006† .02† .005† 
Note. BS = “Bullshitting”. VR = Verbal reasoning. † = Partial η2. Bolded coefficients were significant at 
p < .001. 

3.1. Overall Fit of the Latent Models 

The common confirmatory factor analysis of all constructs revealed acceptable fit. Verbal 
reasoning was unrelated to all other factors, -.07 ≤ ρ ≤ .13, all ps ≥ .07. All remaining factors were 
positively correlated, .21 ≤ ρ ≤ .57, all ps < .001 (see the Markdown file in the Open Science Framework 
supplement for details). Furthermore, all structural equation models that served the testing of the 
above hypotheses exhibited sufficient model fit (see Table 2 for an overview). 

Table 2. Fit Characteristics of the Tested Latent Models. 

Model χ2 df CFI RMSEA [95% CI] SRMR 
Confirmatory factor analysis of all items 548.48 242 .92 .05 [.04, .06] .05 

Approach x Verbal Reasoning — Persuasive “Bullshitting” 
Main effects 244.14 101 .94 .05 [.04, .06] .04 

Main effects plus interaction effect 303.43 164 .95 .04 [.03, .05] .04 
Avoidance x Verbal Reasoning — Evasive “Bullshitting” 

Main effects 119.22 51 .94 .05 [.04, .06] .05 
Main effects plus interaction effect 149.21 98 .96 .03 [.02, .04] .04 

Note. df = Degrees of freedom. CFI = Comparative fit index. RMSEA = Root mean square error of approximation. SRMR = 
Square root mean residual. All models included verbal reasoning as a moderator. 

3.2. Hypothesis Testing 

Table 3 provides the path coefficients of the structural equation models with and without the 
interaction effects. As can be seen, across models, facets of Machiavellianism elicited positive main 
effects onto “bullshitting” facets (.25 ≤ β ≤ .44, all ps < .001), but the main effects of verbal reasoning 
were not significant, .10 ≤ β ≤ .11, all ps ≥ .10. The Machiavellianism facets themselves were unrelated 
to verbal reasoning, all ρs = .05, all ps ≥ .50. The main effects of Machiavellian approach and verbal 
reasoning accounted for 20.3% of the observed variance of persuasive “bullshitting”, which could by 
extended by an additional 5% by adding the interaction effect. Verbal reasoning emerged as a 
significant moderator of the relation between Machiavellian approach and persuasive “bullshitting” 
frequency, β = .22, z = 2.86, p = .004. Simple slope analyses revealed that the interaction was significant 
at moderate (b = 0.49, SE = .06, z = 7.88, p < .001) and high levels of verbal reasoning skills (b = 1.35, SE 
= .42, z = 3.19, p = .001), but not at low levels of verbal reasoning skills, b = -0.36, SE = .42, z = -0. 86, p 
= .39. Figure 1 illustrates the moderation. 
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Table 3. Parameter Estimates from the Main Effect and Interaction Effect Structural Equation 
Models. 

 Persuasive “Bullshitting”  Evasive “Bullshitting” 
Variable Main effects Main effects plus interaction  Main effects Main effects plus interaction 
Approach .44 [.36, .53] .44 [.36, .53]  — — 
Avoidance — —  .25 [.15, .36] .26 [.15, .36] 

Verbal Reasoning -.10 [-.22, .02] -.10 [-.22, .02]  .11 [-.02, .24] .11 [-.02, .25] 
Interaction — .22 [.07, .38]  — .10 [-.04, .24] 
ρMach-VR .05 [-.08 , .18] .05 [-.08, .18]  .05 [-.09, .18] .05 [-.09, .18] 

R2 .203 .253  .080 .089 
Note. All parameters are standardized. Numbers in square brackets reflect 95% confidence intervals. ρMach-VR 

reflects the latent correlation between the respective facet of Machiavellianism and verbal reasoning. R2 reflects 
the percentage of variance of the criterion accounted for by the model. 

 

 

* 

*

* 

Figure 1. Machiavellian Approach-Verbal Reasoning Interaction in Modeling Persuasive “Bullshitting”. Note. 
All variables were standardized. Solid, dashed, and dotted lines indicate the trajectories for 
individuals scoring one standard deviation below average, at average level, and one standard 
deviation above average in verbal reasoning, respectively. ** p < .001. * p < .01. 

The main effects of Machiavellian avoidance and verbal reasoning accounted for 8.0% of the 
observed variance of evasive “bullshitting”, which could by extended by an additional 0.9% by adding 
the interaction effect. Therefore, verbal reasoning did not emerge as a moderator of the relation 
between Machiavellian avoidance and evasive “bullshitting” frequency, β = .10, z = 1.35, p = .18. A post 
hoc power analysis conducted with the R package simsem (version 0.5–16; Pornprasertmanit et al., 
2021) revealed that the statistical power did not suffice to reliably detect the interaction, 1-β = .25. All 
these findings were virtually identical when using double-mean centering instead of residual 
centering and when controlling for gender or age (see supplement; see also the small correlations 
between study variables and these suggested control variables in Table 1). 
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4. Discussion 

4.1. Summary of the Present Study 

To address and to challenge the naïve idea according to which Machiavellianism goes along 
with deceptive success, the present study examined the moderating effect of verbal skills in the 
relations between facets of Machiavellianism (Blötner & Bergold, 2022) and facets of “bullshitting” 
(Littrell et al., 2021). Thus, the study followed the claim according to which personality and actual 
abilities interact in predicting deception (Sarzyńska et al., 2017). Therefore, I hypothesized that high 
scores on the agentic, planful facet Machiavellian approach and the misanthropic, harm-avoiding 
facet Machiavellian avoidance go along with more frequent engagement in persuasive and evasive 
“bullshitting”, respectively, if a person also possesses high verbal reasoning skills. The hypothesis 
concerning Machiavellian approach was supported, whereas the hypothesis on Machiavellian 
avoidance was not. 

Drouvelis and Pearce (2023) found that high general intelligence was helpful to persuade other 
individuals. This lends support to the present findings on the interaction between Machiavellian 
approach and verbal reasoning in predicting persuasive “bullshitting”. Although it appears intuitive 
to assume that verbal skills foster the ability to deceive others, only little is known from a research 
perspective about this link. Cognitive capacities are needed to craft and maintain deceptive acts and 
to react spontaneously to unforeseen queries (Michels et al., 2020). Consistent with recent 
considerations (Elaad et al., 2020; Michels et al., 2020; Vrij et al., 2010), the combination of high levels 
of both Machiavellianism and verbal skills equips people with the motivation and the ability, 
respectively, to produce “bullshit” more frequently. Therefore, the findings extend and differentiate 
evidence on deceptive effects of Machiavellianism (Turi et al., 2022). For instance, Palomäki et al. 
(2016) found Machiavellianism to be related to bluffing in poker games and Gunnthorsdottir et al. 
(2002) found Machiavellianism to be related to defecting in bargaining situations. These studies, 
however, did not take cognitive abilities into account. To the best of my knowledge, only two studies 
tested interactions between Machiavellianism and cognitive abilities (in the broadest sense) in 
modeling pertinent outcomes. Touhey (1973) found high scores in Machiavellianism and intelligence 
to be associated with higher social mobility, that is, acquisition of status and other socially desired 
advantages. This is consistent with the findings of the present study because persuasive “bullshitting” 
is intended to warrant status and a positive reputation (Littrell et al., 2021). Likewise, 
Machiavellianism is strongly related to impression management techniques (Hart et al., 2022). Recent 
research failed to detect the interaction between Machiavellianism and cognitive abilities to predict 
lying ability (Michels et al., 2020; Touhey, 1973). However, they had comparatively small samples — 
impairing statistical power — and they used Machiavellianism measures that suffer from poor 
estimates of reliability and structural shortcomings (see Blötner & Bergold, 2022, for a discussion of 
different Machiavellianism scales). Furthermore, Michels et al.’s (2020) participants had time to 
prepare their lies, whereby intelligence seems to be more vital for spontaneous deception (Sarzyńska-
Wawer et al., 2023).   

4.2. Limitations and Future Directions 

This study was not without limitations. Besides insufficient power to establish the second 
hypothesis, the ratios of variance explained by the models were comparatively small. One obvious 
reason for this might be that verbal reasoning was measured with only four items (Condon & Revelle, 
2014) and that most of the participants of the study from which I adopted the data were university 
students. Although structural equation modeling corrects for unreliability of the measure, the 
conciseness of the measure and the narrow range of the sample accounted for variance restrictions in 
the observed intelligence distribution. This might have led to diminished relations of verbal 
reasoning. To address this, future research should utilize more extensive scales to measure verbal 
reasoning and recruit participants from a wider range of populations that differ more strongly in 
terms of verbal skills (i.e., higher observable variability). Second (but relatedly), besides the specific 
source of recruiting (i.e., universities), the sample was imbalanced in terms of gender. Blötner and 
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Bergold (2023) summarized earlier research according to which behavioral outcomes of 
Machiavellianism manifest differently in men and women. Combining both limitations, the links 
found in the present study do not necessarily generalize to populations with broader ranges of 
education and a balanced gender ratio. Given gender-specific expressions of Machiavellianism, it is 
reasonable to posit gender as another moderator. The present data, however, might not be suitable 
to ensure sufficient statistical power to model this three-way interaction. Third, although verbal 
reasoning appears to be an obvious and strong determinant of linguistic deception such as 
“bullshitting”, alternative moderators could be tested that focus more strongly on interpersonal 
functioning, such as social or emotional intelligence. Thus, I assume that those who understand others’ 
emotions but are willing to exploit them are more likely to engage in such behaviors. Additionally, it 
stands to reason that they are also more successful at it. Relatedly, and reflecting the fourth limitation, 
the present study assessed the frequency with which individuals engaged in “bullshitting”, but this is 
not to say that respective endeavors were successful. Therefore, future studies acknowledging 
ecological validity should assess the (expected) success of deceptive behaviors besides the mere 
frequency.  

4.3. Conclusion 

Some scholars believe that intelligence was inherent to Machiavellianism, but this assumption 
had to be rejected. Quite contrary, cognitive abilities are not predictive of Machiavellianism and vice 
versa (cf. Michels, 2022). Thus, like success or failure in getting away with criminal conduct by 
individuals high in psychopathy (Boccio et al., 2018), Machiavellianism itself does not inevitably lead 
to success if ability-related features are not considered. The present study pointed this out for the 
strategic/planful facet of Machiavellianism, in particular. However, “intelligent Machiavellians” 
presumably possess the motivation and the ability to keep their deception undetected, thus equipping 
them with the knowledge of how to get away with it. This makes it difficult to convict them of 
deception. On the other hand, the findings imply that those with low scores in Machiavellian 
approach in particular who also possess lower verbal reasoning skills rather refrain from 
“bullshitting” because they might lack the required articulatory abilities. Given that getting away with 
deception and the involved processes were beyond the scope of this study, further systematic 
research is needed to elucidate this. 
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