
UNDERSTANDING NARCISSISM AND SELF-ESTEEM IN CHILDREN: 

PROPOSING A NEW CONCEPTUALIZATION OF NARCISSISM 

by 

Rachel Evans 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the  

Charles E. Schmidt College of Science 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts 

 

 

 

 

Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida 

May 2009





iii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 The author wishes to express her sincere thanks to Dr. David G. Perry for his 

helpful supervision of this project. The feedback received from Dr. David Bjorklund and 

Dr. Brett Laursen is also greatly appreciated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

 

ABSTRACT 

Author:   Rachel Evans 

Title: Understanding Narcissism and Self-Esteem in Children: Proposing 
a New Conceptualization of Narcissism 

Institution:   Florida Atlantic University 

Thesis Advisor:  Dr. David G. Perry 

Degree:   Master of Arts 

Year:    2009 

 

 This study examined the empirical relationship between narcissism and self-

esteem in an attempt to evaluate competing conceptualizations of narcissism. Participants 

were 236 children (mean age 11.3 years) in the fourth through eighth grades. Counter to 

earlier conceptions, which characterized narcissism as very high self-esteem, narcissism 

and self-esteem were slightly negatively correlated. Also, narcissism predicted several 

adjustment variables, including aggression. None of these relationships was mediated by 

self-esteem. Lastly, self-esteem moderated the relationship between narcissism and 

aggression in boys. Taken together, these lines of evidence point to a new 

conceptualization of narcissism, modeled after self-discrepancy theory, in which 

narcissism is conceptualized as grandiosity in the ideal self. Implications of this proposal 

and directions for future research are discussed. 
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1 

Understanding Narcissism and Self-Esteem in Children: Proposing a New 

Conceptualization of Narcissism 

Narcissism has been considered an undesirable personality trait since the word 

was coined from Greek mythology, when Narcissus displayed self-aggrandizing behavior 

that resembled what has been called “self-love.” Interest in the construct is strong, partly 

because of the confusing relationship it is presumed to have with desirable, high self-

esteem. Narcissism continues to receive considerable empirical attention from a number 

of different fields of psychology, including the clinical, social and personality sub-

disciplines. Narcissism now seems clear enough to be classified as a personality disorder 

by the American Psychiatric Association. The disapproval of the narcissistic person is not 

limited to clinicians. Observers view narcissistic individuals as obnoxious, immodest and 

as poor listeners (Baumeister, 1996). Despite the consensus on the undesirability of 

narcissism, researchers have yet to reach a conclusion about its nature and meaning.  

Measures of Narcissism 

 Before examining the various conceptualizations of narcissism, it is important to 

explain methodological approaches to the construct. This sort of empirical view of 

narcissism will lend insight into the problems associated with defining it as an 

independent construct. There are two populations of interest when it comes to the 

assessment and conceptualization of narcissism via self-report. The clinical population is 

of interest to psychiatrists and clinical psychologists and will be discussed briefly. The 
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non-clinical population is perhaps more interesting and has received considerable 

empirical attention. 

 The clinical population consists of individuals who have been diagnosed with 

Narcissistic Personality Disorder according to the criteria outlined in the DSM III. 

Several scales have been developed for use with the clinical population, using primarily 

psychiatric samples. For instance, the Narcissistic Personality Disorder Scale (Ashby, 

Lee and Duke, 1979) was developed by empirically discriminating between clinical and 

non-clinical samples and is used as a narcissism sub-scale on the MMPI. The Morey, 

Waugh and Blashfield Narcissism Scale (Morey, Waugh and Blashfield, 1985) serves a 

similar purpose on the MMPI, in that it was developed to diagnose Narcissistic 

Personality Disorder. If an individual is diagnosed with clinical narcissism, using one or a 

combination of these scales, they tend to be described as excessively conceited and 

grandiose, often seeking attention and forcing themselves into leadership roles.  

 However, narcissism has received the bulk of its attention outside of the clinical 

population, under the assumption that even psychologically well-adjusted individuals can 

sometimes be egotistical and grandiose. Also, narcissism is likely to go undiagnosed 

given the positive feelings it apparently lends to the narcissistic individual. By definition, 

the non-clinical sample represents a population that has not been diagnosed with a 

personality disorder, but may still possess characteristics of narcissism. It may even be 

that some individuals in the non-clinical populations possess a benign or adaptive version 

of narcissism. Whatever the case, researchers have spent a great deal of time measuring 

narcissism in the general population, employing the Narcissistic Personality Inventory or 

NPI (Raskin & Hall, 1979) as their primary tool. The NPI is a 40-item self-report 
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questionnaire, in which participants are asked to choose which of two statements best 

describes them. A subsequent principal components analysis of the NPI revealed seven 

sub-scales, each of which taps into a different dimension of narcissism (Raskin & Terry, 

1988). For instance, the entitlement subscale measures a participant’s self-appraised 

deservingness of certain privileges, while the exhibitionism sub-scale assesses the 

participant’s desire to be the center of attention. While the NPI was developed for the 

assessment of adult narcissism, Barry, Frick and Killian (2003) recently developed a 

revised version for use with child and adolescent samples, which is of particular interest 

to the current study. Further information and sample items from the NPI will be provided 

later, as much of the literature revolves around the use of the NPI. 

Conceptualizations of Narcissism 

 While almost all contemporary researchers have employed the NPI, they often 

disagree on the meaning and implications of narcissism as a construct and as a 

personality trait. For this reason, I will briefly discuss here the various ways in which 

narcissism has been theoretically conceptualized. The conceptual examination of 

narcissism will also provide a framework by which to study its correlates and 

consequences.  

 Narcissism as Extremely High Self-Esteem. Both layman and psychologists have 

often conceptualized narcissism as extremely high self-esteem, often thought to result in 

maladaptive adjustment. One issue that arises under this line of thinking is where to set 

the cut-off point for narcissistic individuals. Is it the case that narcissists represent only 

those scoring in the top 10 percent of self-esteem? Here, one way to empirically evaluate 

the consequences on narcissism would be to examine participants scoring extremely high 
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on self-esteem and compare their psychosocial adjustment to that of persons with 

moderate self-esteem. Perhaps it is the case that a score of three standard deviations 

above the mean on self-esteem indicates a narcissistic personality. Another possibility is 

that there is a quadratic relationship between self-esteem and negative adjustment, to the 

tune that individuals on either end of the self-esteem spectrum display particularly poor 

outcomes. 

 Several researchers have indeed reported that high self-esteem can lead to poor 

outcomes. Menon et al. (2007) found that narcissism, as characterized by high self-

esteem, leads children to rationalize antisocial conduct. Specifically, children who 

harbored aggressive thoughts and had high self-esteem were most likely to engage in 

aggressive behavior. Menon et al. (2007) concluded that children with extremely high 

self-esteem came to value the rewards associated with their aggressive behavior more 

than those who had moderate self-esteem. Also, with respect to the current discussion, 

this is one of the few studies which examined a specific group of high self-esteem 

individuals. Specifically, Menon et al. (2007) found that the rationalization of antisocial 

conduct was most prevalent in children who were two or more standard deviations above 

the mean, indicating perhaps a point of distinction for narcissists from healthy, high self-

esteem individuals. 

 There are certainly ambiguities in characterizing narcissism as simply extremely 

high self-esteem. Yet empirical issues also arise under this line of research. If narcissism 

is synonymous with high self-esteem, then there is no need for a specific measure of 

narcissism. Researchers should be able to detect its consequences through the 

examination of the top percentage of high self-esteem individuals. However, several 
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measures of narcissism have been validated for the detection of clinical and non-clinical 

narcissism, suggesting that the entire scope of narcissistic behavior is not exclusive to 

high self-esteem. In other words, we would not need or find any benefit to the NPI if 

narcissism and high self-esteem were the same construct. 

 Sedikides, Rudich, Gregg, Kumashiro and Rusbult (2004) approached narcissism 

in a traditional manner, treating is as an extreme case of high self-esteem. Interestingly 

though, they used the Narcissistic Personality Inventory, to investigate the relationship 

between what they called normal narcissism and psychosocial adjustment. Because of 

their use of the NPI, Sedikides et al. (2004) suggest that narcissism is characterized by 

the belief that one possesses grandiose capabilities, a trait that is presumed to co-occur 

with high self-esteem. Their subsequent findings were somewhat antithetical to what has 

been reported by other studies. Specifically, they found that narcissism is inversely 

related to depression and generally predictive of positive psychological well-being. Also, 

self-esteem completely accounted for these relationships, suggesting that narcissists 

exhibit positive adjustment because they tend to have high self-esteem. One problem with 

this approach is that it is inconsistent with several theories of narcissism which 

distinguish narcissism and self-esteem (Kernis & Sun, 1994), which will be discussed in 

detail later, and assume that all narcissists possess a positive and adaptive sense of self, 

however grandiose. More importantly, the approach ignores the possibility that 

narcissism is a multidimensional construct, with both positive and negative implications.  

 Other reviews of narcissism have suggested a relationship between narcissism and 

high self-esteem, but have yet to suggest that they should be treated as synonymous. 

Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, and Vohs (2003) reason that high self-esteem rarely 
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produces positive outcomes because, as a construct, it is heterogeneous. Specifically, they 

describe healthy self-esteem, and perhaps the traditional notion of self-esteem, as that 

which is derived from accomplishments and from desirable behavior. For example, a 

young woman may achieve self-worth through volunteer work or graduating college. 

This sort of self-worth has traditionally been linked to beneficial outcomes. On the other 

hand, narcissism is one form of unhealthy high self-esteem in which self-worth is linked 

to antisocial behavior or inflated, inaccurate views of one’s own abilities. For instance, a 

parent may foster narcissism by encouraging a child to engage in aggressive behavior in 

the schoolyard or by dismissing a teacher’s competence in the event of a poor report card. 

Under these circumstances, the child learns that criticism is unwarranted and that failures 

have external causes, resulting in inflated views of the self. The child possesses high self-

esteem, but a specific form of self-esteem that results in developmental consequences. 

Unfortunately, Baumeister et al.’s conceptualization does not require the NPI or any other 

explicit narcissism measure, suggesting that it may cover the breadth of narcissism as an 

independent construct.  

Narcissism as Unstable High Self-Esteem. One line of research distinguishes 

between insecure and secure self-esteem, the former being most indicative of the 

narcissistic personality. The insecure self esteem theory of narcissism asserts that 

narcissists have high self esteem, but that which is vulnerable to threat or contingent on 

specific attributes of the self. For instance, narcissistic individuals with insecure high 

self-esteem will be exceptionally defensive against insults to their perceived qualities. In 

contrast, people with secure high self esteem, or those possessing traditionally high self 

esteem, are more likely to take these criticisms constructively. Individuals with insecure 
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self esteem may also derive their lofty, self-love from achievements or attributes that are 

vulnerable to challenges, such as physical attractiveness or intelligence. Persons with 

secure self-esteem rest their confidence on more than one of their positive qualities, 

hence protecting their self-worth from unavoidable threats.  

Several studies examining the narcissistic reaction to ego-threat have supported 

the idea that narcissists have vulnerable self-concepts. Kernis and Sun (1994) tested 

narcissists on their reactions to positive and negative feedback. They found that 

narcissistic individuals experiencing positive feedback judged their evaluators to be more 

competent and more physically attractive. An opposite pattern was observed for those 

receiving negative feedback. Kernis and Sun (1994) explained these behaviors as an 

attempt by the individuals to maintain and perhaps enhance their insecure sense of self-

worth, which may have been contingent on feedback. Interestingly, narcissists in this 

study did not deny the accuracy of negative feedback, but dealt with it in a manner which 

externalized the origins of the feedback (e.g. by labeling the evaluator as incompetent). 

Such behaviors also explain the aggressive behaviors that often accompany the 

narcissistic personality. Baumeister, Smart and Boden (1996) found similar results in 

individuals with insecure or contingent high self esteem.  

The absence of shame is another correlate of narcissism that may be explained by 

the narcissist’s attempt to circumvent negative appraisals of the self and maintain a 

favorable, but fragile self-image. Using the Narcissistic Personality Inventory, Wright, 

O’Leary and Balkin (1989) found that overt narcissism was inversely related to shame. 

Specifically, individuals who consciously possess feelings of grandiosity, as measured by 

the individual scales of the NPI, avoid shame. The study distinguishes overt from covert 
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narcissism, the former being characterized by excessive feelings of vulnerability and 

increased shame. According to Wright et al. (1989), covert narcissists tend to play the 

victim and are not conscious of their own grandiose self-image. Though it seems difficult 

to reconcile, both covert and overt narcissists utilize shame as a tool to maintain their 

self-image. Overt narcissists are motivated to avoid shame, so that they never have to 

question their own behavior. Covert narcissists on the other hand, experience excessive 

shame, perhaps in an attempt to externalize causes for or seek pity for their shortcomings.  

Morf and Rhodewalt (2001), in an insightful review of the narcissism literature, 

also suggest that narcissists have both grandiose and vulnerable sensibilities about them, 

suggesting that narcissism is multidimensional. Outlining perhaps the most contemporary 

view of narcissism, Morf and Rhodewalt assert that narcissists hold exaggerated views of 

their own abilities, but that these self-appraisals are insecure and ultimately in need of 

constant affirmation from external sources. While they ultimately conclude that 

narcissists have an average self-esteem that is higher than that of the typical person, they 

also state that narcissists have self-esteem which fluctuates immensely based on the 

amount of reinforcement that they receive. In other words, insecure self-esteem is a bi-

product of narcissism, rather than a variation of the same construct. This conception of 

narcissism is different than others in that it does not limit the narcissistic person to a static 

level of self-esteem, but rather assumes an unstable, contingent self-esteem that is 

dependent on present circumstances. Note, however, that according to Morf and 

Rhodewalt (2001), narcissism can be detected solely by examining an individual’s self-

esteem. As in the previous discussion, a separate measure of narcissism is not required, 

leaving questions as to why psychologists have employed a narcissism measure.  
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 Narcissism as a Disjoint between Implicit and Explicit Self-Esteem. In direct 

opposition to the previous discussion, narcissism has also been characterized as 

fundamentally representing very low self-esteem. Here, narcissistic individuals possess a 

dismal self-concept, yet cope with their deflated self-views by attempting to appear 

superior. Crucial to this conceptualization is the notion that narcissists hold both high 

explicit self-esteem and low implicit self-esteem simultaneously. Again, testing of this 

theory requires no independent measure of narcissism – only measures of implicit and 

explicit self-esteem. Unfortunately, it has yet to be empirically evaluated in this manner. 

There are several ways this conceptualization could be addressed using narcissism 

measures. For instance, one would expect that narcissism would be positively correlated 

with explicit self-esteem and negatively correlated with implicit self-esteem.  

 Barry, Grafeman, Adler, and Pickard (2007) found a moderate, but positive, 

correlation between narcissism and self-esteem, but ultimately concluded that narcissism 

was not particularly related to either high or low self-esteem. Other studies have failed to 

find a significant correlation in either direction (Barry, Frick and Killian, 2003), 

suggesting that narcissism and self-esteem may be distinct constructs altogether. In 

summary, these findings also run counter to the notion that narcissism can be 

conceptualized in any way as a behavioral cover-up for explicit low self-esteem. 

Ultimately though, the question of the impact of a disjoint between and explicit self-

esteem cannot be addressed until these variables are studied together. 

 Narcissism as Grandiosity of the Ideal Self. In our earlier discussion of 

narcissism, we noted that some researchers have conceptualized narcissism as 

exaggerated views of one’s own abilities (Raskin and Hall, 1979; Sedikides et al., 2004). 
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However, a different approach to narcissism is also conceptually sound. Rather than 

viewing oneself as actually possessing grandiose skills and traits, narcissists may be 

characterized as individuals who desire and feel capable of superiority. The conception of 

narcissism as grandiosity in the ideal self echoes the well-documented line of research in 

self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). In self-discrepancy theory, an individual 

exhibits maladjustment (distress) when there is a disjoint between the actual and ideal 

selves. Conceptually then, narcissism serves as ideal, grandiose perceptions of one’s own 

abilities, while self-esteem represents one’s appraisals of their own actual performance. 

Therefore, narcissism is the expectation that one could and should be living up to his or 

her own lofty expectations, while self-esteem is the reality check that potentially runs 

counter to an idealized situation. 

 Here, there would not necessarily be a relationship between narcissism and self-

esteem. Narcissists could fall into several categories of self-esteem. One category would 

include individuals who desire superiority and simultaneously view themselves 

positively, reporting both narcissism and high esteem. Another possible category would 

include individuals who have a negative self-image, but wish that they were capable of 

achieving excessive heights. Theoretically, the latter group of individuals would exhibit 

the worst prospects for psychosocial adjustment, because they possess both low self-

esteem and high narcissism, both of which are known to produce poor outcomes. Also, 

this conceptualization requires an independent measure of narcissism, justifying the 

development and subsequent use of the NPI by narcissism researchers. 

 While there have been many studies supporting self-discrepancy theory, no 

studies to date have empirically evaluated the notion that narcissism characterizes 
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individuals who feel entitled to, but have yet to achieve, superiority. However, several 

studies, some of which have already been mentioned, lay the groundwork for this new 

conceptualization of narcissism. For instance, Barry et al. (2003) found no relationship 

between narcissism and self-esteem, suggesting that a narcissist may possess either high 

or low self-esteem. One possibility is that narcissistic self-esteem is contingent on 

whether they feel as though they are meeting their lofty ambitions, and therefore 

independent of any narcissistic cognitions. Baumeister et al. (2003) also allude to 

narcissism as ideal grandiosity, as they describe it as being linked to inflated views of 

one’s own abilities, rather than accomplishments. Without empirical evidence however, 

we are left without a consensus on the precise relationship between narcissism and the 

ideal self.  

The Present Study 

 Ultimately, each of these lines of research has treated narcissism as empirically 

identical, all employing the NPI. Interestingly, they have all assumed different definitions 

of the construct and have disagreed on the basic causes and correlates of narcissistic 

behavior. In light of the current discussion, the present study aims to address each of 

these conceptualizations of narcissism in an attempt to better understand and perhaps 

reach a reasonable conclusion on the meaning and nature of narcissism. Specifically, we 

are interested in the empirical and theoretical credence that should be given to each of 

these competing definitions of the construct.  

 There are several questions that need to be asked to reconcile this debate, and we 

will use these questions as a framework during data analysis and discussion. First, what is 

the basic relationship between narcissism and self-esteem, and what does their 
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relationship imply about the consequences of narcissistic tendencies? By answering this 

question, we will deal simultaneously with all four conceptualizations that were 

mentioned earlier. Also, what are the correlates of narcissism, compared to those of self-

esteem? If narcissism and high self-esteem have the same consequences, it may be the 

case that narcissism can be conceptualized as high or perhaps unstable self-esteem. A 

finding such as this would also make moot the use of narcissism measure. Finally, how 

do the two constructs work in conjunction to predict adjustment? The final question will 

specifically address the possibility that narcissism and self-esteem are independent 

constructs representing the actual and ideal selves. 

 It is important to note that unlike earlier studies, the current study will examine 

narcissistic tendencies in preadolescent children. There are several reasons for this shift 

in sample choice. Firstly, the use of children will continue the validation of the recently 

developed Narcissistic Personality Inventory for Children (Barry, Frick & Killian, 2003) 

which has, thus far, only been used to predict a few adjustment variables. Second, the 

relationship between narcissism and self-esteem may be different or even clearer in 

children than in adults, lending insight into the meaning of narcissism. Given the 

apparent discrepancies concerning narcissism, a sample of children will provide a fresh 

look into old concepts. Finally, the study serves the applied purpose of predicting several 

maladaptive outcomes in the understudied population of middle childhood.  

 Hypotheses. The primary hypothesis of the current study is that narcissism and 

self-esteem are separate and statistically independent constructs. We undertake several 

types of data analysis to investigate this hypothesis. First, we expect to find that self-

esteem and narcissism are statistically unrelated, using simple correlational analyses. 
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Also, it is expected that narcissism and self-esteem will emerge on different factors of a 

factor analysis, specifically when a factor analysis is run with a variety of other 

adjustment variables.  

 For investigatory purposes, we will also compare the correlates of narcissism and 

self-esteem. If it is the case that they predict different variables, we also predict that 

sample-level variation in self-esteem will not account for any relationship between 

narcissism and psychosocial adjustment. We expect to find a similar pattern of prediction 

in self-esteem, with self-esteem predicting various outcomes, where narcissism does not 

account for the relationship between high self-esteem and maladjustment. 

 In an attempt to directly address the notion that narcissism and self-esteem 

represent perceptions of the ideal and actual selves, respectively, we will also investigate 

the possibility of a working relationship between narcissism and self-esteem, in which 

one modifies the relations of the other. Specifically, we expect to find that the 

relationship between narcissism and certain adjustment variables is moderated by self-

esteem. For instance, we might expect that low self-esteem exacerbates the maladaptive 

consequences of narcissism, perhaps because the individual feels that he or she is not 

living up to his or her own grandiose expectations. Another possible pattern, one which 

we would expect to produce positive outcomes, would be the combination of high self-

esteem and low narcissism, because the individual is expected to have a healthy self-

image. This analysis serves the tri-fold purpose of replicating the findings of Barry et al. 

(2003), expanding the evidence that narcissism and self-esteem are separate constructs, 

and proposing a new approach to conceptualizing narcissism.  
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 It should also be noted that all analyses will account for age and sex differences 

that may be inherent in the independent and dependent variables. We will address any 

developmental concerns related to narcissism and its relationship with self-esteem 

through two sets of analyses. Firstly, age and sex will be treated as moderators 

throughout each of the aforementioned set of analyses. This methodology will allow us to 

explore the possibility that the relationship between narcissism and self-esteem is 

developmental in nature. One of the hypotheses presented here, that narcissism and self-

esteem represent the ideal and actual selves, respectively, implies a trait-like 

conceptualization of narcissism. However, if the relationship between narcissism and 

self-esteem depends on age, a developmental perspective may be more appropriate than 

that which conceptualizes narcissism as a stable trait. Having said this, we expect to find 

no effects of age in any of our analyses. Secondly, we will assess any basic differences in 

mean levels of narcissism and self-esteem across the age groups and sexes. 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 236 (129 girls, 107 boys) fourth through eighth graders enrolled 

in a public university school in southern Florida. The school’s admission procedures 

provided a racially diverse sample (50% White, 20% African American, 18% Hispanic, 

4% Asian, and 5% “Other”). Participant distribution across grade levels was relatively 

equal (58, 57, 41, 47 and 23, respectively), with slightly fewer students coming from the 

higher grades. Participants had an average age of 11 years, 4 months at the time of 

testing. One participant was eliminated from the analyses due to random answering of 

questionnaire items. Overall participation rate was high, with approximately 80 percent 
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of the students invited to participate receiving informed consent from their parents or 

guardians. 

Procedure 

 Participants completed eight questionnaires throughout the academic year. Two 

were designed to measure gender stereotypes and sexist beliefs. A third questionnaire 

measured the child’s self-efficacy for a battery of skills. The remaining questionnaires 

measured psychosocial adjustment and peer-ratings of student behavior. All questionnaire 

items were read aloud by an adult experimenter and were completed either individually 

or in classroom groups. Each measure is discussed in detail in the following section.  

Measures 

 Psychosocial Adjustment. Of primary interest to the current study were the 

participants’ scores on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory for children or NPIC (Barry, 

Frick and Killian, 2003). The original NPIC was a 37-item scale that measured children’s 

narcissistic tendencies on 7 subscales. The current study uses three of these subscales: 

Exhibitionism, Entitlement and Exploitativeness, which Barry et al. (2003) concluded 

represented more problematic forms of narcissism. Using these three subscales, there 

were 17 items in the current narcissism inventory. Participants were asked to determine 

which of two statements best represented their behavior. For instance, on the 

exhibitionism subscale (six items), participants were asked to choose between the 

statements “I like to blend in with other people” and “I like to be the center of attention.” 

For the entitlement subscale (six items), participants chose between statements such as “I 

expect people to appreciate what I do” and “People usually appreciate what I do.” An 

example from the exploitativeness subscale (five items) asks participants to choose 
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between the two statements “Sometimes I tell good stories and jokes” and “My stories 

and jokes are the best.” For each item, one statement represented a narcissistic tendency, 

while one represented a non-narcissistic tendency.  Participants’ scores on the narcissism 

scale were derived by calculating the percentage of items for which they chose the 

“narcissistic” option. Therefore, scores could potential range from 0 to 1. The reliability 

alpha for the entire narcissism scale was .73.  

 Participants were also evaluated on self-esteem according to Harter’s (1985) 

global self-worth measure. In this six-item questionnaire, participants responded to two 

opposing statements and were asked to choose which one best represented them and to 

indicate whether that choice was “sort of true” or “very true” of them. This response 

format resulted in a four-point scale, with two options for either statement. One item 

asked whether the child was “unhappy” or “pleased” with themselves. Participants 

received a score of “1” for a particular item if they responded “very true of me” to the 

more negative statement and a score of “4” if they answered “very true of me” for the 

positive statement. Responses were averaged across the six items, resulting in potential 

scores ranging from 1 to 4. Higher scores indicated higher self-esteem. The reliability 

alpha for the self-esteem scale was .76. For our purposes, the self-esteem scale serves as 

an independent measure for predicting other aspects of adjustment, often in conjunction 

with narcissism. 

 A 10-item measure of body satisfaction was completed to assess participants’ 

feelings towards their body image. Participants responded on a four-point scale, ranging 

from “not at all true of me” to “very true of me” to statements such as “I worry about 

how healthy I am” and “I am proud of my body.” Responses were averaged across items, 
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resulting in a possible composite score ranging from 0 to 4. Higher scores indicated 

higher body satisfaction. The reliability alpha for this scale was .75.  

The 10-item shortened version of the Children’s Depression Inventory (Kovacs, 

1981) assessed the participants’ depression. The items were designed to assess affective 

self-appraisals on a number of topics, including friendship, physical attractiveness and 

general ability. In this questionnaire, participants chose from three statements the one that 

best described them. For instance, participants chose from “I am sad once in awhile,” “I 

am sad many times,” and “I am sad all the time.” Participants were assigned 1 point for 

choosing the first statement, 2 points for choosing the second statement and 3 points for 

choosing the third statement. Therefore, a higher score for each item indicated 

depression. Responses were averaged across items, resulting in potential scores ranging 

from 1 to 3. The reliability alpha for this measure was .74.  

Lastly, participants completed a peer-nomination inventory in which they rated 

their same-sex classmates on 16 traits and behaviors, in the format described by Wiggins 

and Winder (1961). In this questionnaire, participants indicated whether their classmate 

engaged in internalizing (four items), externalizing (five items) and prosocial (four items) 

behaviors and whether they were good at sports (three items). Reliability alphas for these 

scales were .88, .91, .89 and .95 respectively. An example of a question from the 

externalizing scale is “She hits and pushes others around.” Participant scores on each of 

the 16 items were calculated according to the percentage of same-sex classmates who 

identified the participant as exhibiting each behavior. The final score for each of the four 

scales was the average percentage of nominations across the items on that scale, resulting 

in a possible score ranging from 0 to 1 for each of the four behaviors. Higher scores 
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indicated that more classmates perceived the participant as exhibiting a certain behavior. 

The peer nomination inventory served several purposes. Firstly, it provided a measure of 

externalizing (e.g., aggression) and internalizing (e.g., anxiety). It also allowed for a 

reduction of shared-method variance, given that many of the other measures are self-

report. 

 Sexism. A sex-role stereotypes questionnaire was administered to measure sexist 

beliefs in specific areas. Participants responded to 30 statements thought to represent 

dating sexism (eight items), work sexism (eight items), parenting sexism (8 items) and 

ambivalent sexism (six items). Each scale demonstrated decent reliability with alpha’s of 

.79, .75, .74 and .70, respectively. On a five-point scale, participants indicated the extent 

to which they agreed with the sexist statements. For example, one question measuring 

dating sexism asked participants to evaluate the statement “A girl should treat her 

boyfriend like he’s the boss.” Several items were also reverse-scored to reduce response 

bias. Responses were averaged across items for each respective scale, resulting in 

potential scores ranging from 1 to 5 for each of the four sexism scales. Higher scores 

indicated greater endorsement of sexist ideologies. 

Perceptions of Self-Efficacy. Participants were asked to evaluate their self-

efficacy on six dimensions (across 60 items), including academic competence, body 

image, masculine ideology, communal behavior, sports, and self-sacrificing behavior. On 

a four-point scale, participants indicated whether an activity was “very easy” or “very 

hard” for them. For instance, on the sports dimension, participants responded to the 

statement “Being good at sports is ____________ for me.” For each of the six subscales, 

responses were averaged across appropriate items to arrive at a final score on a given 
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dimension. Potential scores ranged from 1 to 4 for each of the six dimensions, with 

higher scores indicating higher self-efficacy for a given skill domain. Reliabilities ranged 

from .61 to .85. 

Data Reduction 

 We conducted a principal components analysis of the dependent variables in an 

attempt to allow stronger construct and predictive validity of the narcissism and self-

esteem scales. Two viable solutions were obtained. The first solution consisted of 22 

dependent variables, resulting in seven principal components. The seven components 

retained approximately 70 percent of the initial variance in the dependent measures.  

 Another structure was evaluated which eliminated six of the original dependent 

measures. Preliminary analyses revealed that these six variables, which included same-

sex stereotyping across six domains, were not empirically related to either narcissism or 

self-esteem. Therefore, a total of sixteen dependent measures were entered into the 

second component structure. These measures included the participants’ scores on each of 

the six domains of self efficacy, depression, body satisfaction, four types of sexisms, and 

four variables from the peer-nomination inventory. Table 1 provides the resulting 

component loadings. The second component structure consisted of six principal 

components, which retained approximately 72 percent of the original variance in the 

dependent measures. Given that it retained more variance than the first component 

solution and included only variables which were empirically related to narcissism or self-

esteem, we judged the six-factor principal components solution to be statistically and 

theoretically superior to the seven-factor solution. The details of the six-factor solution 

are provided in turn.  
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 We used a cut-off point of .50 for inclusion in a particular component. All but one 

of the 16 variables that were entered came out on one of the new components. In 

summary, the analysis revealed six independent factors. From this point forward, 

participants’ scores on these factors will serve as the dependent measures. To summarize, 

the analysis yielded a factor called “sexism,” which included parenting, dating and work 

sexism. Ambivalent sexism did not reveal itself on any factor. A second factor, called 

“agency” included peer reports of sporting skills, as well as internalizing behavior 

(internalizing behavior loaded in the opposite direction of sporting behavior). The third 

factor, which we named “antisocial behavior,” was limited to peer reports of 

externalizing and prosocial behavior, which loaded in opposite directions. Fourth, a factor 

called “depression” emerged, which included self reports of depression, body satisfaction 

and body image self-efficacy. Depression loaded oppositely of the two body image 

variables. A fifth factor, called “communal behavior,” included self reports of perceived 

self-efficacy in the communal and self-sacrificing domains. Finally, a factor called 

“macho perception” included self reports of sports self-efficacy, masculine ideology self-

efficacy and academic self-efficacy.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Means and standard deviations for narcissism and self-esteem are presented in 

Table 2. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to determine whether there 

were any significant differences between the sexes and age groups for either measure. For 

this analysis, four groups were created. The first and second groups consisted of younger 

(fourth and fifth grades) and older (sixth through eighth grades) girls, respectively. The 
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other two groups consisted of younger and older boys, respectively. Of particular interest 

to the current study were the mean levels of narcissism across the sex and age groups. 

The ANOVA revealed a significant difference in mean levels of narcissism between the 

four groups [F(3, 232) = 3.03, p < .05). Post-hoc tests revealed that older girls were, on 

average, more narcissistic than younger boys (p < .05), indicating a possible sex 

difference in narcissistic behavior and cognition. There were no differences in narcissism 

between younger boys and older boys, nor were there any differences in narcissism for 

younger girls and older girls. Overall, the results indicate that mean levels of narcissism 

remain relatively stable over time. A separate ANOVA revealed no differences across the 

four groups in mean levels of self-esteem, indicating that self-esteem is relatively stable 

across the sexes and across age groups. 

Question 1: What is the Basic Relationship between Narcissism and Self-Esteem? 

 Correlational Analyses. We conducted several partial correlation analyses to 

determine whether self-esteem and narcissism are related in middle childhood. We first 

ran this analysis for all participants, controlling for participant age and sex. Self-esteem 

and narcissism were significantly, but only slightly, inversely related (pr = -.13, p < .05). 

Given that this correlation was very small, it might be the case that the large sample size 

(N = 236) accounted unduly for the statistical significance. For this reason, analyses were 

conducted separately for each sex, controlling only for participant age. Narcissism and 

self-esteem were not related for either boys (pr = -.16, ns) or girls (pr = -.12, ns). This 

analysis tested the relationship between the narcissism and self-esteem in smaller sample 

sizes and provides evidence that their relationship is very minimal and, in some 

circumstances, non-existent.  
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 Principal Components Analysis. To further investigate the relationship between 

narcissism and self esteem, we conducted a second principal components analysis in 

which the two independent variables (narcissism and self-esteem) were included among 

our 16 original dependent variables. The purpose of this analysis was to demonstrate the 

distinction between narcissism and self-esteem in the presence of other variables, some of 

which may be related uniquely to either narcissism or self-esteem. All participants were 

included in this analysis. Self-esteem clearly emerged on what we labeled a “depression” 

factor, with body image and depression self-reports. Narcissism weakly loaded on a 

different factor (and no others) with peer reports of externalizing and prosocial behaviors, 

resembling the factor labeled “antisocial behavior.” The results of this analysis suggest 

that narcissism and self-esteem represent different constructs and are at best, weakly 

associated.  

Question 2: What are the Correlates of Narcissism Compared to Those of Self-Esteem? 

 To test the independent effects of narcissism and self-esteem on the dependent 

variables, 12 regression analyses, for all participants, were conducted in which we 

predicted each of our six factors from narcissism and self-esteem, separately. Six of these 

regressions predicted each of the dependent variables from participant age, sex and 

narcissism. Here participant age and sex were entered on the first step, while narcissism 

was entered on the second step. The remaining six regressions predicted each of the 

dependent variables from participant age, sex and self-esteem. Again, age and sex were 

entered on the first step and self-esteem was entered on the second step. When predicting 

the dependent measures solely from narcissism, it was revealed that narcissism is 

positively related to antisocial behavior (ß = .39, p < .001) and masculine ideology (ß = 
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.24, p < .001), and negatively related to communal behavior (ß = -.25, p < .001). When 

predicting the dependent measures from only self-esteem, results indicated that self-

esteem was negatively related to sexism (ß = -.16, p < .01) and antisocial behavior (ß = -

.13, p < .05), and positively related to depression (ß = .59, p < .001). 

To test for a possible mediation effect of self-esteem or narcissism, six more 

regression analyses were conducted. Here, participant age and sex were entered on the 

first step, while narcissism and self-esteem were entered as simultaneous predictors on a 

second step. Under these circumstances, if narcissism or self-esteem ceased to be a 

significant predictor of a given dependent variable, there would be evidence of a 

statistical mediation. Table 3 presents findings of the mediation analyses. The results are 

presented according to the two step regression procedure. The inclusion of self-esteem on 

the second step did not eliminate any relationships between narcissism and the dependent 

variables, indicating that there were no mediation effects of self-esteem. For instance, 

narcissism continued to predict antisocial behavior (ß = .38, p < .001) after controlling for 

self esteem. This provides evidence that narcissism has a unique relationship with each 

variable that is independent of self-esteem. Note that narcissism, by itself, did not predict 

depression. After controlling for self-esteem, however, the relationship between 

narcissism and depression becomes clearly positive, indicating that self-esteem 

statistically hinders a visible relationship between narcissism and depression. Also, 

narcissism did not mediate any of the significant relationships between self-esteem and 

adjustment, suggesting that narcissism and self-esteem are statistically distinct from one 

another.  
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The results also clearly indicate that narcissism and self-esteem predict different 

outcomes in almost every case. The implications of this finding will be discussed later. 

Though narcissism and self-esteem both predict antisocial behavior, those predictions are 

in the opposite direction and of an opposite magnitude. This raises the possibility that 

narcissism and self-esteem work in conjunction with one another to predict antisocial 

behavior, while remaining conceptually distinct from one another.  

Question 3: How do Narcissism and Self-Esteem Work Together to Predict Adjustment? 

 Another set of six regression analyses – one for each dependant variable 

component – were conducted to determine whether self-esteem and narcissism moderated 

one another to predict adjustment. In each analysis, one of the six factors was entered as 

the dependent variable. In step one, participant age and sex were entered. Narcissism and 

self-esteem were then entered simultaneously on the second step. The third step was the 

product term of narcissism and self-esteem, which was used to detect a two-way 

interaction between the two variables. Two more steps were included to determine 

whether a significant two-way interaction between narcissism and self-esteem was 

exclusive to either sex. Therefore, the fourth step included the interactions between 

narcissism and sex and self-esteem and sex. Finally, the fifth step was the three-way 

interaction of narcissism, self-esteem and sex.  

 The two-way interaction between narcissism and self-esteem did not predict any 

adjustment outcomes. However, the three-way interaction of narcissism, self-esteem and 

sex was significant when predicting antisocial behavior [F (8,227) = 8.60, p < .01], 

indicating that the two-way interaction between narcissism and self-esteem may 

significantly predict antisocial behavior in either boys or girls. To investigate this 
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possibility, two more regression analyses were conducted, one for girls and one for boys. 

Here, antisocial behavior was entered as the dependent measure, while participant age 

was controlled by entering it on the first step. The second step controlled for the 

independent effects of both narcissism and self-esteem, while a third step contained the 

interaction of narcissism and self-esteem. A fourth and fifth step were included to assess 

whether there were any effects of age on the relationship between narcissism and self-

esteem for either sex.  

The two-way interaction between narcissism and self-esteem, predicting 

antisocial behavior, was significant for boys [F (4,102) = 7.41, p < .01], but not for girls 

[F (4,124) = .556, ns]. The results suggest that self-esteem moderates the relationship 

between narcissism and antisocial behavior. The three-way interaction between 

narcissism, self-esteem and age was not significant for either sex, indicating that age did 

not play a significant role in the interaction between narcissism and self-esteem.  

 However, the significant two-way interaction between narcissism and self-esteem 

suggests that the relationship between narcissism and antisocial behavior depends on the 

individual’s level of self-esteem. Using the procedure described by Aiken and West 

(1991), we investigated the nature of the interaction. The Aiken and West procedure 

estimates the relationship between an independent variable and a dependant variable at 

each of three points on a continuous moderator. Here, the analysis revealed that as scores 

on self-esteem moved from low (-1SD) to medium to high (+1SD), the relationship 

between narcissism and antisocial behavior became increasingly smaller (ß = .59, p < 

.001, ß = .26, p < .01 and ß = 01, ns, respectively). In other words, when self-esteem was 

low, the relationship between narcissism and antisocial behavior was positive and very 
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significant. When self-esteem was high, there was almost no relationship between 

narcissism and antisocial behavior. Figure 1 depicts this moderation very clearly. To put 

it in a different perspective, the individuals who display the largest amounts of antisocial 

behavior are both narcissistic and have low self-esteem. Individuals high in self-esteem, 

on the other hand, do not display poor adjustment.  

Discussion 

 In order to better understand our findings, they will be discussed, in turn, 

according to the framework of three research questions outlined in the introduction. In 

doing so, we will use these findings to provide insight into which conceptualization of 

narcissism is most accurate in children and discuss the implications of our conclusion.  

Question 1: What is the Basic Relationship between Narcissism and Self-Esteem, and 

What Does that Relationship Imply about the Consequences of Narcissistic Tendencies? 

 The correlational and factor analyses clearly demonstrated a weak, if not 

nonexistent relationship between narcissism and self-esteem. Though narcissism and self-

esteem were slightly correlated for the entire sample, the relationship disappeared upon 

analyses with a smaller sample, suggesting that the two variables may be statistically 

independent of one another. Principal components analyses confirmed this, as narcissism 

and self-esteem emerged on different components, indicating that they have different 

correlates. Of the four conceptualizations of narcissism discussed earlier, the statistical 

independence of the two constructs provides the greatest support for the notion that 

narcissism and self-esteem represent the ideal and actual selves, respectively. Here, self-

esteem is not a measure of whether you feel as though you are meeting grandiose goals, 

but of whether you feel as though you are competent and able. In this case, self-esteem 
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would be independent of narcissism, as one could desire grandiosity without experiencing 

any superiority. 

 There are several other topics of discussion that arise out of these findings. First, 

consider an alternate perspective to the near-zero correlation between narcissism and self-

esteem. If we did consider this correlation as being different from zero, it is still a 

negative correlation. The finding that narcissism and self-esteem were inversely related 

provides evidence against the notion that narcissism is the equivalent of very high self-

esteem – the first conceptualization presented in the literature. It also debunks the theory 

of Morf and Rhodewalt (2001), which postulated that narcissism was an indication of 

unstable, high self-esteem. According to their theory, narcissists should still display 

above average self-esteem, even though daily levels will fluctuate. Under this second 

conceptualization, narcissism and self-esteem should have a slight positive correlation, 

rather than a slight, negative correlation. Given that these correlations nearly eliminate 

the possibility that the first two conceptualizations are accurate, they will no longer be 

discussed in the context of our results.  

 The results of the factor analysis, aside from providing evidence for the 

independence of narcissism from self-esteem, also provide insight into the psychosocial 

correlates of the two variables. Here, narcissism seems to accompany the presence of 

antisocial behavior, as indicated by its loadings with more externalizing and less 

prosocial behavior. Self-esteem, however, loaded on the same factor as depression and 

body satisfaction, indicating that it taps into a different dimension of self-worth than 

narcissism. When considering these correlates, self-esteem is related to affective self-

appraisals of worth. For instance, a low self-esteem individual is more likely to be 
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dissatisfied with their body image. On the other hand, a narcissistic individual is more 

likely to be viewed as aggressive by their peers, suggesting that, perhaps, narcissists have 

heightened views of their own capabilities. This was the logic employed by Menon et al. 

(2007), who postulated that children who rationalize antisocial conduct are more likely to 

think highly of themselves and even feel a sense of entitlement. Taking this viewpoint, 

the fourth conceptualization – that narcissism represents the ideal self – is most supported 

by the current data. Narcissists view themselves as being capable of and deserving of 

superiority over others, therefore allowing their aggression and lack of prosocial 

behaviors. The next question addresses the correlates of narcissism more thoroughly 

through a different set of analyses.  

Question 2: What are the Correlates of Narcissism, Compared to Those of Self-Esteem, 

and What Do these Correlates Tell Us about the Relationship between Narcissism and 

Self-Esteem. 

 Given that narcissism was most strongly related to antisocial behavior, masculine 

ideology and a lack of communal behaviors, it is clear that individuals displaying 

narcissistic tendencies are somewhat unlikeable, offering support for Baumeister’s (1996) 

description of the narcissistic person. The results also replicated previous findings, 

particularly those concerning the positive relationship between narcissism and aggression 

(Wink, 1991; Barry, Frick & Killian, 2003). However, the most theoretically significant 

finding of our regression analyses was that narcissism and self-esteem predict different 

outcome variables, a finding echoed by the results of the second factor analysis. 

Specifically, narcissism predicted certain outcome variables, even when statistically 

controlling for self-esteem. This finding is of particular importance, because it is an 
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indication that variation in self-esteem did not account for any relationships between 

narcissism and adjustment. The lack of mediation replicates previous findings (Twenge & 

Campbell, 2003; Luhtanen & Crocker, 2005) and provides further evidence that 

narcissism is statistically independent of self-esteem and theoretically important for the 

prediction of adjustment in children.  

 Again, the fact that narcissism and self-esteem are unrelated predictors provides 

evidence for the conceptualization of narcissism as grandiosity in the ideal self and self-

esteem as an appraisal of the actual self. According to this conceptualization, narcissism 

and self-esteem should be unrelated predictors of adjustment that is specifically related to 

the actual and ideal selves. Note that self-esteem is related to depression, while 

narcissism is related to masculine ideology. Narcissistic individuals view themselves as 

good at acting superior and as being good at sports, while low self-esteem individuals 

were more likely to be unhappy with their ability to maintain their desired body weight 

and reported more depression. Note that these conditions are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive. Individuals could view themselves as deserving superiority in sports 

(masculine ideology), but as not living up to their own expectation of an ideal body 

image (hence, low self-esteem). An alternate situation is also possible under this 

conceptualization – one in which an individual both desires superiority (narcissism) and 

feels positively about their daily performance (self-esteem). 

 The only case in which narcissism and self-esteem predicted the same outcomes 

was in the case of antisocial behavior. Here, self-esteem was negatively related to 

aggression and narcissism was positively related to aggression. These findings are 

difficult to interpret in the current context. One possibility is that narcissism and self-
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esteem are opposites of the same construct, echoing the conceptualization that narcissists 

attempt to appear superior because they need to compensate for low self-esteem. In the 

present findings, however, the effects of self-esteem and narcissism are of different 

magnitudes, as that of narcissism is much stronger. If it were the case that narcissism and 

self-esteem were precise opposites, we would expect to find that they predict outcomes in 

different directions, though to the same magnitude. This was not the result for predicting 

antisocial behavior, nor any of our other dependent variables.  

Question 3:  How do Narcissism and Self-Esteem Work Together to Predict Adjustment, 

and How Does their Working Relationship Support Different Conceptualizations of 

Narcissism? 

 An alternate notion to the idea that narcissism and self-esteem are opposites is the 

possibility that they work together to predict adjustment variables, perhaps magnifying 

the effects of one another. This hypothesis was supported by the finding that narcissism 

and self-esteem interact to predict antisocial behavior in boys, with self-esteem acting as 

a moderator to narcissism. Specifically, antisocial behavior (the presence of aggression 

and absence of prosocial behaviors) is at its highest in boys who score high (+1SD) in 

narcissism and low (-1SD) in self-esteem. This finding is very similar to that obtained by 

Barry et al. (2003), in which the interaction of narcissism and self-esteem predicted 

conduct problems. Also, consider one conceptualization of narcissism that we discussed 

earlier – that narcissism is the disjoint between explicit and implicit self-esteem. 

Specifically, this conceptualization requires that narcissists have high explicit self-esteem 

and low implicit self-esteem. While we do not present any data on implicit self-esteem, 

we should still expect a positive relationship between narcissism and explicit self-esteem. 
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However, Figure 1 clearly depicts the significant interaction, highlighting four possible 

combinations of narcissism and self-esteem, one of which is the combination of 

narcissism and low explicit self-esteem.  

 The interaction does, however, support the fourth conceptualization of narcissism 

as grandiosity of the ideal self. Here an individual can desire and feel deserving of 

superiority, but have either low or high-self esteem. The interaction also indicates that the 

greatest adjustment problems emerge when an individual has high narcissism and low 

self-esteem, or great expectations in the ideal self and low performance in the actual self. 

According to self-discrepancy theory, the disjoint between the actual and ideal selves is 

most likely to produce poor outcomes, a notion supported here in the interaction between 

narcissism and self-esteem. An individual feels deserving of particular advantages 

(narcissism and the ideal self) but does not see the self as possessing those advantages 

(self-esteem and the actual self), thereby producing negative behavior and cognitions.  

 It should also worth noting that age did not moderate the interaction between 

narcissism and self-esteem predicting antisocial behavior in boys. This finding is 

significant because it implies that the consequences of the combination of high narcissism 

and low self-esteem are relatively stable across different age groups. In other words, 

narcissism and self-esteem interact throughout middle childhood, indicating perhaps, that 

narcissism is a stable trait-like behavior that does not decline in prevalence or behavioral 

significance over time. 

Proposing a New Conceptualization of Narcissism 

 We have provided evidence against three conceptualizations of narcissism in 

children. It is unlikely that narcissism is theoretically equivalent to high self-esteem, 
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because the correlation between the two variables is weakly negative. Considering the 

same statistic, it is also difficult to conceive that narcissists exhibit unstable high self-

esteem, as we would still expect the correlation between the two constructs to be positive, 

rather than negative. Notions that narcissism is an attempt by an individual to compensate 

for low self-esteem also seem unreasonable in the current data because we present 

findings that narcissists can often have high self-esteem.  

 Given the relevant findings, we propose that the best conceptualization of 

narcissism, in children, is one in which narcissism and self-esteem act as the ideal and 

actual selves, respectively. This theory is supported by the weak correlation between the 

two variables and by the significant interaction between them when predicting adjustment 

problems. Also, this proposal is theoretically supported by work in self-discrepancy 

theory, which states that the most detrimental adjustment outcomes will arise out of the 

disjoint between the actual (self-esteem) and ideal (narcissism) selves.  

 One thing that should be noted about this conceptualization is that it falls in line 

with several studies that have failed to find maladaptive consequences associated with 

narcissism. For instance, Sedikides et al. (2004) found that, while narcissists may be 

unlikeable, they are often psychologically healthy. Here, narcissistic children exhibit 

patterns of refusing to help others, aggressive behaviors, and self-perceptions of 

superiority in sports and masculine behaviors. While these behaviors probably impede 

their popularity, they certainly are not along the same maladaptive dimensions as 

depression or lack of self-esteem. As a matter of fact, the only case in which antisocial 

behaviors are above average is when high narcissism coincides with low self-esteem. 
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Therefore, narcissism may be viewed as unhealthy only when it is coupled with low self-

esteem.  

 The interaction finding echoes self-discrepancy theory. There is nothing 

inherently wrong about viewing oneself as deserving of grandiose accomplishments and 

having excessive dreams of superiority. The problem arises when we see ourselves 

failing to accomplish goals. These goals become harder to tackle when they are as 

extravagant as they are in the narcissistic person. However, there are plenty of narcissistic 

children who fail to exhibit above-average aggression, seemingly because their high self-

esteem in certain domains buffers them from the maladaptive consequences of 

narcissism, just as a match between the actual and ideal selves would deter 

maladjustment.  

 Given the current discussion, age differences in narcissism, or lack thereof in the 

current data, are worth considering. The results revealed no significant differences 

between the age groups in mean levels of narcissism. Therefore, there is an implication 

that narcissism, conceptualized as grandiosity of the ideal self, is a trait-like 

representation of the self that remains relatively stable over time. The current findings 

suggest that children do not outgrow narcissism, nor are the maladaptive consequences of 

the combination of narcissism and low self-esteem tempered as children get older. 

Narcissism in Girls 

 One obvious concern about the current proposal is its generalizability to girls. 

Narcissism in older girls was higher than narcissism in younger boys, indicating thaty 

narcissism may be more meaningful as girls get older. Also, while the correlates of 

narcissism and self-esteem are the same for both sexes, the interaction between the two 
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variables did not significantly predict any adjustment outcomes in girls. One possibility is 

that the breadth of the variables studied here was not enough to discover meaningful 

adjustment in girls. For instance, while we have a depression variable here, it is grouped 

on a larger factor with two other variables, possibly impeding possible findings. The 

notion that narcissism may be related to clinical depression or depression-like symptoms 

in girls is supported by the literature. Using the NPI, Wright, O’Leary and Balkin (1989) 

placed an emphasis on gender, stating that female narcissists exhibit greater amounts of 

shame. Heiserman and Cook (1998) confirmed the finding that narcissism and shame 

were inversely related in men and positively related in women, perhaps explaining the 

relationship between narcissism, self-esteem and aggression in boys.  

 In the context of the current discussion, the disjoint between narcissism and self-

esteem may produce depression in girls because it is similar to circumstances in which 

there is a discrepancy between the actual and ideal selves. Because female narcissists are 

more likely to experience shame and depression, rather than display aggression, the 

interaction between high narcissism and low self-esteem may produce different outcomes 

in girls than in boys. Here, the conceptualization of narcissism is not dependent on sex, 

but the effects of the combination of narcissism and low self-esteem are dependent on 

sex. Only extended research on this topic can answer the gender differences question, 

though the proposed conceptualization of narcissism is appropriate for both sexes and 

could be explored in the context of gender differences.  

 Another possible reason for not finding interaction effects in girls is that 

narcissism is multidimensional. Perhaps girls and boys have different conceptions of the 

ideal self, resulting in different forms of narcissism. The current measure of narcissism, 



 

 35

the NPI, is most indicative of grandiose notions of the self. Using other measures of 

narcissism in conjunction with the NPI, Wink (1991) diverged from this one-dimensional 

view of the construct and developed a more elaborate model of the narcissistic 

personality. Here, narcissism, in two dimensions, grandiosity and vulnerability, has to do 

with generalized self-enhancing behavior, meaning that girls and boys could exhibit 

narcissistic behaviors in different dimensions. Though Wink did not explicitly mention 

gender differences, Wright et al. found evidence that women and men tended to display 

different kinds of narcissism. To that effect, Wink found that grandiose narcissism, 

measured in the current study, was related to aggression, while vulnerable narcissism was 

related to anxiety and defensiveness, neither of which was measured in the current study. 

Perhaps diverging from a one-dimensional conception of narcissism is the best way to 

detect gender differences. Importantly, the current proposal is not out of line with a 

multidimensional view of narcissism. 

Narcissism in Adults 

 While the current findings speak to each aspect of the literature individually, they 

do little to explain why earlier studies obtained such discrepant findings in work with 

adults. Here, we suggest that the reason narcissism research in adults has failed to 

produce consistent outcomes is that it has failed to approach findings from a unified or 

even structured theory of narcissism. It cannot be ignored that the current study is directly 

relevant to children in middle childhood and may not necessarily generalize to adults or 

younger children. Yet, one benefit of the current findings is that they used a childhood 

version of an adult scale (the NPI), indicating that the current proposal on narcissism may 

also apply to an adult sample.  
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 While many of our findings replicate bits and pieces of work with adults, the field 

of narcissism research would greatly benefit from expanding the current proposal in 

adults. Perhaps the combination of high narcissism and low self-esteem is less 

detrimental in adults, though if we follow self-discrepancy theory, a rosier outcome is 

unlikely. In fact, our findings indicated that age was not a factor in the relationship 

between narcissism and self-esteem, indicating that the effect of their interaction may 

remain stable even into adulthood. It is possible, though, that the interaction between 

narcissism and self-esteem produces different or more complicated outcomes in adults. 

Perhaps narcissistic adults with low self-esteem are generally lazy or self-pitying or are 

unable to form adaptive social relationships. Each of these outcomes is worth 

investigating, and by exploring them based on the theoretical conception proposed here, 

narcissism research in adults may finally boast both basic and applied benefits.  

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Directions in Narcissism Research 

 Several limitations of the current study are worth mentioning. Firstly, the current 

study used only concurrent correlational data and, therefore, findings concerning the 

correlates of narcissism and self-esteem should be approached with caution. It is difficult 

to prove the causal relationships we have used to justify this conception of narcissism 

without longitudinal data or the use of more advanced statistical procedures, though 

future endeavors in narcissism research will have the potential to remedy this issue. 

Secondly, at present, our conceptualization of narcissism can only be applied to children 

and should be treated as a childhood theory until more research is conducted in this area. 

On a related note, the study is limited by its use of a single narcissism measure. Perhaps a 

different measure of narcissism (such as one that measured self-perceived vulnerability) 
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would have yielded divergent findings or would have been applicable to other 

populations of interest. 

 As already mentioned, we suggest that the proposed model be expanded upon in 

later research by investigating more dependent variables across various samples. 

According to literature, priorities for new dependent variables would include shame, 

bossiness, relational cruelty and defensiveness. Future research should approach this 

topic as though narcissism and self-esteem represent the ideal and actual selves 

respectively. In order to confirm the current proposal it is expected that the interaction of 

high narcissism and low self-esteem would produce outcomes similar to those proposed 

by self-discrepancy theory. 

Conclusions 

 This was an exploratory study intended to explore the causes of discrepancy in the 

adult narcissism literature. Of the four conceptualizations of narcissism that were 

proposed, one emerged as the most appropriate in a sample of children – that narcissism 

can and should be characterized as grandiosity in the ideal self. While this proposal will 

require some expansion, our goal is to advance the quest for a unified theory on the 

nature and meaning of narcissism, and we believe that the framework proposed here is an 

appropriate starting point. 
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Table 1 

Principal Components Solution of Dependent Variables (DV) 

DV         1.         2.      3.             4.               5.  6. 

PS            .93 

DS            .87 

WS            .84 

Internalizing        -.80 

Sports Performance        .87 

Externalizing                  .84 

Prosocial Behavior                -.84 

Body Image SE                .76 

Body Satisfaction                           .86 

Depression                -.76 

Communal SE                     .85 

Self-Sacrificing SE                       .79 

Masculine SE                                   .77 

Sporting SE          .51                .58 

Academic Competence SE                 .50 

Note. Component loadings < .5 not shown. PS = Parenting Sexism; DS = Dating Sexism; WS = Dating 

Sexism; SE = Self-Efficacy



 

 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations of Narcissism and Self-Esteem 

Measures            Younger Girls           Older Girls      Younger Boys        Older Boys 

          (n = 57)      (n = 72)           (n = 58)    (n=49) 

    M                 SD                     M                SD             M               SD               M            SD 

Narcissism             .24a        .20           .28a,b       .17      .19a,c   .14       .24a          .15 Self-

Esteem                 3.34              .65                      3.48             .57                  3.29            .58                         3.49         .47 

Note.  Means in the same row with different subscripts are significantly different (p < .05).
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Table 3 

Regression Analyses Predicting DVs from Narcissism and Self-Esteem 

Predictor  Sexism    Agency             Depression             Antisocial              Communal             Macho Perception 

Step 1  

    Age    -.19**       -.02   .14*     .19**  .02   .02 

    Sex    .54***      .10   .11     -.07   -.21**   .12 

    R2    .34       .01   .03     .04   .04   .02 

Step 2 

    Age    -.17**       -.02   .07     .18**  .03   .01 

    Sex    .54***      .10   .15**     -.01   -.24***  .16* 

    Narcissism   .05       .03   .16**     .38***  -.24***  .24*** 

    Self-Esteem   -.16**       -.03   .61***     -.08   .06   .01  

    R2    .37       .01   .40     .19   .11   .07 

    ∆ R2    .03       .00   .37     .15   .07   .05 

Note. Entries represent the associations (standardized betas) between the predictor and the dependent measure. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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Figure 1 

 

The interaction between narcissism and self-esteem predicting antisocial behavior in 

boys. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  




