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ABSTRACT
In recent decades, the development of information and communication technology has profoundly transformed the
marketing landscape. Social media has emerged as a dominant platform used by marketers to reach consumers,
particularly among Millennials and Generation Z, who are active users of digital technology. This study examines
the impact of Machiavellian Marketing strategies on the purchasing behavior of Millennials and Generation Z
through social media and e-commerce platforms. Machiavellian Marketing, characterized by manipulative and often
unethical approaches, exploits the digital habits and psychological tendencies of these young consumers.
Furthermore, this study highlights the influence of Dark Triad personality traits—Machiavellianism, narcissism, and
psychopathy—on consumer behavior. Individuals with high levels of these traits are known to be more prone to
engage in manipulative behavior on social media, which affects their purchasing decisions. The research was
conducted through a literature review method from the Scopus database, aiming to provide critical insights into the
ethical implications of Machiavellian-based marketing strategies as well as offering new perspectives on ethics in
result-oriented marketing. These findings are expected to aid marketers in designing strategies that align with the
psychological profiles of consumers while considering their ethical implications.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the evolution of information and communication technology has profoundly
transformed the marketing landscape. Social media has emerged as a dominant platform
employed by marketers to reach consumers, particularly among Millennials and Generation Z,
who are recognized as active users of digital technology (Chang & Chang, 2023; Kim et al.,
2018; Williams et al., 2012). Millennials and Generation Z exhibit unique characteristics and
buying behaviors, particularly within the realms of social media and digital marketing.
Millennials have seamlessly integrated technology into their daily routines, utilizing social media
platforms for communication, entertainment, and shopping activities (Anshari et al., 2019).

This phenomenon necessitates companies to devise more sophisticated and adaptive marketing
strategies, one of which is the implementation of Machiavellian Marketing. This strategy is
characterized by its manipulative approach, aimed at subtly yet effectively influencing consumer
behavior (Harris & Lock, 1996; Hunt & Chonko, 1984; Shen & Dickson, 2001; Tang & Chen,

mailto:agustinus@untar.ac.id


International Journal of Application on Economics and Business (IJAEB)
Volume 3, Issue 2, 2025. ISSN: 2987-1972

https://doi.org/10.24912/ijaeb.v3i2.652-660 653

2008). In this context, it is crucial to understand how such tactics can impact young generations
who tend to be more skeptical but also vulnerable to the influence of social media.

This research focuses on a literature review of the impact of Machiavellian Marketing on the
purchasing behavior of Millennials and Generation Z through E-Commerce social media. The
literature review was traced from Scopus. By compiling a comprehensive literature review, it is
expected to add to the critical studies that discuss Machiavellian Marketing research and provide
a new perspective on ethics in results-oriented marketing.

Machiavellian Marketing embodies the implementation of strategies that are manipulative,
deceptive, and frequently unethical to accomplish marketing objectives. This notion draws its
roots from the political philosophy of Niccolò Machiavelli, which espouses the use of cunning
and duplicity in political governance. When adapted to the marketing realm, such strategies often
prioritize the interests of the corporation, frequently compromising consumer welfare. This
approach raises significant ethical questions about the balance between corporate gain and
ethical responsibility (Harris & Lock, 1996; Hunt & Chonko, 1984; Shen & Dickson, 2001; Tang
& Chen, 2008).

A key characteristic of Machiavellian Marketing involves deceptive practices, such as misleading
advertisements, undisclosed fees, and false claims regarding product benefits (Kariyawasam &
Wigley, 2017; Mandal, 2022). Additionally, high-pressure selling techniques are employed to
coerce consumers into making purchases they may not have otherwise considered (Mandal,
2022). Exploitation of consumer behavior is another hallmark, wherein psychological insights
are leveraged to manipulate consumer decisions, employing emotional triggers or subconscious
cues (Hendlin, 2019; Racine, 2021). Masked marketing further complicates consumer
perceptions by presenting marketing communications as independent third-party endorsements,
falsely fostering trust (Petty & Craig Andrews, 2008).

Then, it is important to remember that Machiavellian Marketing refers to the application of
Machiavellian principles in marketing strategies. This concept is characterized by:

Manipulative Tactics
Machiavellian marketers often engage in manipulative behaviors to achieve their goals. They
may exploit interpersonal relationships and use strategic thinking to outmaneuver competitors
and manipulate consumer perceptions (Rauthmann &Will, 2011; Sanchez-Rabaza et al., 2023).

Cynical Worldview
These marketers typically hold a cynical view of human nature, believing that people are
inherently self-serving and can be easily manipulated (Rauthmann & Will, 2011; Sanchez-
Rabaza et al., 2023).

Lack of Traditional Morality
Machiavellian marketing often involves actions that are considered unethical or immoral by
traditional standards. This includes deceptive practices and a focus on winning at any cost
(Rauthmann &Will, 2011; Sanchez-Rabaza et al., 2023).
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Long-term Strategic Planning
Machiavellian marketers are skilled in long-term planning and strategizing, often prioritizing
their own success over ethical considerations (Rauthmann & Will, 2011; Sanchez-Rabaza et al.,
2023).

Impact on Performance
Studies have shown that individuals with high Machiavellian traits can be successful in sales and
other performance metrics, as they are adept at using manipulative tactics to close deals and
achieve targets (Aziz, 2004).

In practical terms, Machiavellian Marketing finds application in various forms, including native
advertising, which integrates advertisements with editorial content to make them less
distinguishable and more compelling (Martins et al., 2023). Advergames, which are interactive
games designed to promote products, often target children who may not yet discern the
commercial intent (Verdoodt et al., 2016). Additionally, social media influencers are engaged to
subtly promote products, cloaked as personal recommendations, a tactic that can prove more
persuasive than traditional advertising methods (Racine, 2021). These applications reveal the
multifaceted nature of Machiavellian strategies in contemporary marketing.

However, the ethical concerns surrounding these practices are substantial. The manipulation of
consumers through such tactics can lead to exploitation, eroding consumer trust and potentially
inflicting long-term damage on the brand's reputation (Mandal, 2022; Suriya Kumari et al., 2024).
Additionally, the covert nature of these tactics poses significant regulatory challenges,
complicating the enforcement of consumer protection laws (Beede et al., 2016; Kariyawasam &
Wigley, 2017).

Finally, the practical implications of employing Machiavellian marketing strategies present
significant ethical and organizational challenges. While these tactics may generate short-term
gains, organizations must carefully consider the ethical dilemmas they pose, as the long-term
consequences could include reputational damage and hindered success (Malinowski, 2009).
Additionally, the presence of Machiavellian traits within team settings can have mixed effects.
Although such traits may foster entrepreneurial drive and contribute to success, they also have
the potential to create distrust and disrupt team cohesion if not appropriately managed. Hence,
organizations need to balance the pursuit of immediate outcomes with a mindful approach to
ethical considerations and team dynamics (Schippers et al., 2019).

Machiavellian marketing, which involves manipulative and self-serving strategies, significantly
influences consumer behavior in various ways:

Opportunistic Behavior
Machiavellian marketing, characterized by manipulative and self-serving strategies, exerts a
notable influence on consumer behavior, particularly through opportunistic actions. Consumers
exhibiting high levels of Machiavellianism, referred to as High Machs, are predisposed to engage
in opportunistic claiming behaviors, wherein they exploit service guarantees and platform
policies for personal advantage. Interestingly, while reasonable compensation can mitigate such
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behaviors in High Machs, it paradoxically may instigate unethical actions among those with
lower Machiavellian traits, or Low Machs (Chen & Zhou, 2014).

Influence of Platform and Reference Groups
The attitude of the platform and the behavior of reference groups primarily affect Low Machs.
Tolerant platforms are more susceptible to opportunistic claims, and observing opportunistic
behavior in reference groups can mislead others into similar actions (Chen & Zhou, 2014).

Manipulative Advertising and Consumer Trust
Inappropriate advertising, perceived as deceptive or manipulative, can influence consumer
behavior negatively. Consumers often view such advertising as misleading, which can affect
their trust and purchasing decisions (Kádeková et al., 2019; Lunardo & Mbengue, 2013).

Social Influence
Social marketing strategies, including public awareness campaigns and regulatory measures, can
mitigate exploitative buying behaviors. These strategies promote ethical consumption and
transparency, reshaping consumer attitudes and preferences towards more responsible behavior
(Suriya Kumari et al., 2024).

Neuromarketing Concerns
The use of neuromarketing techniques to understand and influence consumer behavior raises
ethical concerns. These techniques can create an unbalanced relationship between consumers and
marketers, potentially leading to manipulative practices (Atli & Yazici, 2021).

How Dark Triad personality traits significantly influence the purchasing behavior of Millennials
and Generation Z through social media and e-commerce

The Dark Triad personality traits—Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy—
significantly influence the purchasing behavior of Millennials and Generation Z through social
media and e-commerce. Here’s how each trait impacts consumer behavior:

Machiavellianism
Individuals high in Machiavellianism are strategic and manipulative, often engaging in behaviors
like Facebook surveillance to gather information for personal gain (Stiff, 2019). This trait is
linked to higher purchase intentions and consumer self-confidence, which mediates their buying
behavior (Blair et al., 2022). They are likely to exploit social media to make informed purchasing
decisions and may be drawn to products that enhance their social status.

Narcissism
Narcissists seek admiration and validation, which drives them to purchase items that boost their
self-image. They are more likely to recommend products to others and have strong purchase
intentions, regardless of whether the products are hedonic or utilitarian (Blair et al., 2022). Their
behavior on social media often involves posting content that highlights their acquisitions, further
influencing their purchasing decisions (Stiff, 2019).

Psychopathy
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While psychopathy is less directly related to proactive career behavior, it does influence
unethical behavior and aggressive interpersonal orientation, which can extend to consumer
behavior (Blair et al., 2022; Cui & Zhang, 2021; Dill et al., 2022). Psychopaths may engage in
impulsive buying and are less concerned with ethical considerations, making them susceptible to
manipulative marketing tactics.

Finally The Dark Triad personality traits, encompassing Machiavellianism and psychopathy,
significantly influence individuals' interactions with social media and e-commerce platforms,
shaping their consumer behaviors in nuanced ways. On social media, particularly platforms like
Facebook, individuals with pronounced Machiavellian and psychopathic traits are inclined
towards surveillance activities, utilizing these platforms to gather information and execute
strategic purchasing decisions, as observed by Stiff (2019). This propensity for information
gathering and strategic planning translates into heightened purchase intentions and bolstered
consumer self-confidence within the realm of e-commerce. As noted by Blair et al., (2022),
individuals exhibiting these traits are not only more likely to engage in online shopping
themselves but are also more prone to recommending products to others, thereby amplifying
their influence within digital consumer networks. Consequently, a deeper understanding of the
Dark Triad traits can equip marketers with the insights necessary to craft tailored strategies
targeting Millennials and Generation Z. By effectively leveraging social media and e-commerce
platforms, marketers can strategically influence the purchasing behavior of these demographics,
aligning marketing approaches with the psychological profiles that drive consumer engagement.

In a real-world context, researchers have observed that the influence of Machiavellian Marketing
strategies is evident in the marketing campaigns for luxury smartphone brands. The study found
that the dark triad and sophisticated technology influence the consumer behavior and interactions
of Millennials and Generation Z with luxury brands, which can be reflected in tendencies
towards excessive exhibitionism, high self-esteem, and heightened imagination of superiority,
beauty, and self-perfection. This is corroborated by findings from Iaia et al. (2022), which
highlight how Dark Triad personality (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) along
with technology, shape consumer perceptions and behaviors towards luxury smartphone brands.
Additionally, the use of counterfeit goods among Millennials and Generation Z is also prevalent,
a behavior indicative of inauthentic actions aimed solely at self-presentation. This phenomenon
has also been explored by Razmus et al. (2024) in their journal article "Counterfeit Brands and
Machiavellianism: Consequences of Counterfeit Use for Social Perception."

2. RESEARCHMETHODS

In this study, data was sourced from Scopus by conducting a literature search using the query:
(“Machiavellianism” OR “manipulative” OR “deceptive” OR “strategic”) AND (“marketing”
OR “advertising” OR “promotion” OR “branding”) AND (“Dark Triad” OR (“narcissism” OR
“psychopathy” OR “Machiavellianism”) AND “personality traits”) AND (“Social Media” OR
“E-Commerce”) AND (“Purchasing Behavior”) AND (“Millennial” OR “Generation Z”). After
retrieving the relevant literature, the researcher reviewed the selected journals, summarized the
findings, and provided critical commentary on it.
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3. RESULTSAND DISCUSSIONS

Following a thorough review of the literature, several key aspects warrant attention concerning
the phenomena occurring among Millennials and Generation Z. The analysis of the literature
reveals that Machiavellian Marketing strategies have a profound impact on the purchasing
behavior of Millennials and Generation Z, particularly through the use of social media and e-
commerce. These strategies, characterized by manipulative and often unethical tactics, are adept
at exploiting the digital habits and psychological inclinations of these young consumer segments.
As Millennials and Generation Z are prolific users of digital platforms, they are particularly
susceptible to manipulative marketing strategies that are seamlessly integrated into their online
activities. This raises significant ethical concerns regarding the manipulation of consumer
behavior and the potential long-term impact on consumer trust.

Moreover, the influence of the Dark Triad personality traits—Machiavellianism, narcissism, and
psychopathy—on consumer behavior is evident in the manner in which these traits interact with
digital marketing strategies. Individuals with high levels of these traits are found to engage in
more strategic and manipulative behaviors on social media, such as information gathering and
surveillance, to enhance their purchasing decisions. These behaviors are not only linked to
increased purchase intentions but also to a greater propensity to recommend products to peers,
thereby amplifying their influence within digital consumer networks. Consequently, marketers,
by understanding these psychological profiles, can tailor their strategies to effectively target and
engage these demographics, albeit with the necessity for careful ethical considerations.

4. CONCLUSIONSAND SUGGESTIONS

The conclusion of this study reveals that Machiavellian Marketing strategies have a significant
impact on the purchasing behavior of Millennials and Generation Z through social media and e-
commerce. The findings indicate that these strategies, which are manipulative and often
unethical, are capable of exploiting the digital habits and psychological tendencies of young
consumers, raising ethical concerns regarding long-term consumer manipulation and trust. The
practical implications of this study emphasize the necessity for companies to design more
responsible and ethical marketing strategies, considering the long-term impact on brand
reputation and consumer trust. This research recommends that marketers prioritize a deep
understanding of psychological profiles, including the influence of Dark Triad traits, to develop
more effective and ethical strategies when targeting Millennials and Generation Z. Furthermore,
it is crucial for companies to balance short-term outcomes with well-considered ethical
considerations to create sustainable and ethical marketing strategies.
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