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Abstract 

Wrath of the Narcissists: Vulnerable Narcissism Predicts Greater Spiteful Punishment of 

a Third-party Transgressor 

Drew M. Parton 

Self-enhancement motivations underlie a bevy of behaviors with the purpose of achieving and 

maintaining high, healthy self-esteem. However, in individuals with especially favorable self-

views (i.e., narcissists), self-enhancement is taken to a dangerous extreme. Narcissists have been 

shown to self-enhance through aggression, social dominance, and derogation after threats to their 

self-esteem. Research distinguishes between two types of narcissism: grandiose (associated with 

exhibitionism, vanity, and self-obsession) and vulnerable narcissism (associated with entitlement, 

resent, and defensiveness). The present study investigated another possible self-enhancement 

method of narcissists: spiteful punishment. Spiteful punishments (defined as punishments with 

the chief purpose being to inflict harm upon a party) may be a possible way for narcissists to 

assert social dominance over an individual after a threat to their self-esteem. The present study 

investigated how vulnerable and grandiose narcissists choose to punish after a self-threat and 

after a neutral condition. Participants (N = 454) completed the Narcissistic Personality Inventory 

and the Maladaptive Covert Narcissism Scale, and then were either given negative feedback on 

an intelligence test, or a neutral task. They then read a vignette about an office bully and rated 

their endorsement of a series of punishments. Results showed that vulnerable narcissists 

consistently endorsed more spiteful punishment compared to grandiose narcissists and non-

narcissists, regardless of self-threat. This suggests that vulnerable narcissists have a base-line 

degree of antisocial self-enhancement. Spiteful punishment may allow vulnerable narcissists to 

covertly aggress and reassert social dominance.  
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Chapter One: 

Introduction 

One of the cornerstone ideas in psychology is the notion that individuals have a 

desire – a need – to feel positive about themselves (Allport, 1937). And while individuals 

generally seek out opportunities to enhance their self-worth, inevitably, they will 

encounter negative events that undermine their sense of self-worth. When threatened, 

people engage in a variety of compensatory and self-defensive behaviors to maintain a 

stable sense of self-worth. 

Self-enhancement behaviors can be seen in a variety of shapes, including social 

comparison, self-serving biases, and positivity biases (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Suls, 

Martin & Wheeler, 2002). However, for certain individuals, self-enhancement can take a 

darker side. Narcissists, those who have excessively favorable self-views and self-

obsession, have been shown to self-enhance through aggression, social dominance, and 

derogation of others after threats to their self-esteem (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; 

Kernis & Sun, 1994; Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 1991a). In line with these previous 

findings, the present paper investigated another possible self-enhancement method of 

narcissists: spiteful punishment. Spiteful punishments (defined as punishments designed 

to inflict harm upon a party) may be a possible way for narcissists to assert social 

dominance over an individual after a threat to their self-esteem. The primary hypothesis 

was that under self-threat (vs. no threat), individuals high in narcissism would show 

greater endorsement of spiteful punishment of a transgressor. 

Self-Enhancement and Self-Protection 

There are many interrelated theories of self-worth and identity maintenance. 
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However, for the present research, I will primarily focus on the concepts of self-

enhancement and self-protection outlined by Alicke and Sedikides (2009). Self-

enhancement and self-protection are both motivational biases involving modifying self-

construals to cast the self in a positive light.  

Alicke and Sedikides (2009) define self-enhancement as the active process of 

emphasizing one’s positive qualities and minimizing negative qualities, and self-

protection motivations as framing possible self-threats to minimize their negative 

impacts. Self-enhancement is a baseline regulatory process of maintaining high, stable 

self-esteem. Self-protection, on the other hand, is a defensive response to self-esteem 

threats. In essence, self-enhancement is a proactive process, and self-protection is a 

reactive process.  

 While some argue for the ubiquity of these self-maintenance motivations 

(Sedikides & Gregg, 2008), individuals differ in their self-enhancement and self-

protection motivations. Older theories of self-enhancement (e.g., Shrauger, 1975) 

proposed that those with low self-esteem would be more likely to show self-enhancement 

biases than those with high self-esteem, as they would assumedly want to improve their 

self-image. However, further research has shown that individuals with high trait self-

esteem seem to engage in more self-enhancement than those with low self-esteem (Tice, 

1991; Wheeler & Miyake, 1992). Those with high trait self-esteem are more likely to 

engage in explicit, direct self-enhancement, while those with low self-esteem are more 

likely to indirectly self-enhance. Following self-threat, high self-esteem individuals are 

more likely to downwardly social compare and derogate individuals to self-enhance 

(Crocker et al., 1987; Vohs & Heatherton, 2004). High self-esteem individuals tend to 
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self-enhance and self-protect by focusing directly on their own positive attributes. In 

contrast, low self-esteem people tend to indirectly self-enhance by focusing on favorable 

inter-personal relations. Low self-esteem individuals are more likely to upwardly 

compare to more favorable individuals, and more likely to seek social interaction to 

bolster their sense of self-esteem after a threat (Wood et al., 1994). Research has shown 

that high self-esteem individuals are more likely to self-enhance by directly exaggerating 

their positive qualities and downplaying their faults (e.g., self-serving bias; Brown, 

Collins, & Schmidt, 1988; Crocker et al., 1987).  

Some theories have offered an ethological argument for such self-esteem boosting 

strategies. Maintaining stable and positive self-esteem offers a buffer against anxiety, 

motivates goal pursuit, enhances task persistence, and motivates social interaction (Di 

Paula & Campbell, 2002; Greenberg et al., 1992; Leary et al., 1995; Sommer & 

Baumeister, 2002). Taylor and colleagues have shown that self-enhancement is positively 

related psychological adjustment, mental health and well-being (Taylor & Armor, 1996; 

Taylor et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 2003a; Taylor et al., 2003b). However, there seems to be 

a curvilinear relationship, as research has found that those who engage in self-

enhancement to an extreme degree are just as psychologically maladjusted as those who 

do not self-enhance (Taylor et al., 2003a; Baumeister, 1989; Colvin, Block, & Funder, 

1995). Self-esteem management is usually cast in a positive light – a motivational process 

to obtain and maintain high, healthy self-esteem. However, when taken to an extreme, 

these self-esteem maintenance processes can be dangerously anti-social. 

Threatened Egotism, Narcissism, and Aggression 

 Research into the concept of threatened egotism has shown that those with high 
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self-esteem respond with aggression and hostility to self-threats (Baumeister, Smart, & 

Boden, 1996). While the original studies of threatened egotism suggested that it was 

related to threatened high self-esteem, further studies have found that threatened egotism 

is uniquely tied to an especially inflated, but unstable, sense of self-worth (Baumeister, 

Bushman, & Campbell, 2000; Campbell et al., 2000). Such a response is consistent with 

narcissistic personality type, and the American Psychiatric Association definition of 

Narcissistic Personality Disorder. Freud (1914/1957) was one of the first psychologists to 

detail narcissism as a personality profile; he described it as an intense and overwhelming 

sense of self-love. Narcissists have a grandiose, unfounded sense of self-worth that tends 

to be unstable and vulnerable to negative feedback. They feel entitled to special treatment 

and authority, and have a constant need for affection and admiration (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013). Narcissists engage in self-enhancement to such an 

extreme degree that even under self-threat, when they would be expected to engage in 

self-protective damage control, they engage in active self-enhancement behaviors instead 

(Morf, Horvath, & Torchetti, 2011). 

 Evidence suggests that in general, threats impact self-worth more than 

affirmations (Leary et al., 1998; Woolfolk et al., 1995), and narcissists show increased 

emotional reactivity to both positive and negative events (Rhodewalt & Morf, 1998). By 

nature of their over-inflated sense of self-esteem, narcissists encounter more threatening 

information, making them especially defensive. Narcissists have an attentional and 

attribution bias, wherein they are more likely to construe ambiguous feedback as negative 

feedback (McCullough et al., 2003). So for narcissists, anything but overt praise may 

constitute a threat. Narcissists do not necessarily have more social interactions, and 
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perhaps do not even have more negative interactions than non-narcissists. However, each 

of those negative interactions has an especially profound impact on narcissists’ sense of 

self-worth. Thus, they may be naturally defensive. In support of this, a bevy of research 

has linked threatened narcissists to reactive aggression.  

 Theories on self-threat responses have proposed two different functions of 

aggressive responses. Some individuals may aggress after threat in order to communicate 

frustration to the source of the threat, and alter their opinion (Petriglieri, 2011). 

Aggressive responses to threat may also be a self-protection attempt to establish 

dominance over another individual (Morf & Rhodewalt, 1993). Findings showing that 

individuals derogate others to re-affirm their self-esteem seem to support this perspective 

(Fein & Spencer, 1997). 

 In Bushman and Baumeister’s (1998) first study, participants received feedback 

on an essay that they wrote. One group of participants received negative feedback from a 

confederate, while the other received positive feedback on their essay. They then 

completed the competitive reaction-time task (e.g., Taylor, 1967) designed to measure 

aggression against the confederate who ostensibly rated their essay. In the paradigm, 

participants are told that they will be playing a game against a partner. The goal of the 

game is to push a button faster than their partner, and whoever is slower would be blasted 

with white noise. Participants are then able to set the intensity of the noise that their 

partner would receive. Aggression is measured by the intensity of the noise that 

participants set before the first trial. Results of the study showed that participants high in 

trait narcissism who received negative feedback were more aggressive towards the 

confederate (compared to threatened low-narcissists, and non-threatened groups). Their 
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second study looked at threatened egotism and displaced aggression. Participants 

completed the same measures and the same feedback manipulation. But in the 

competitive reaction time task, they were either paired against the confederate who rated 

their essay or an unrelated individual. Results showed that threatened narcissistic 

participants aggressed against the essay rater (direct aggression), but not against the 

unrelated individual (displaced aggression).  

 While this original study found no evidence of displaced aggression, several 

further studies have shown that threatened narcissists will aggress against innocent 

bystanders when they cannot aggress against the source of the self-threat (Martinez et al., 

2008; Twenge & Campbell, 2003; Hart, Adams, & Tortoriello, 2017). Martinez et al. 

(2008) utilized a similar essay-writing task as Bushman and Baumeister (1998), except 

they told participants that their essay would be graded using an objective measure. Thus, 

the criticism that they would be given could not be attributed to a bias from the rater. 

Participants were then told that they scored worse than a confederate (self-threat), better 

than a confederate (self-enhancement), or that they would be told their score at the end of 

the experiment (delayed feedback). Participants then competed against the confederate in 

a modified version of the competitive reaction-time task. Since the threat to participants’ 

self-worth did not come from their opponent, increased aggression would not hold 

communicative value to convey displeasure or alter the evaluation of the threat. Results 

showed that participants high in narcissism aggressed more against the confederate after 

negative feedback than those low in narcissism. These results show that when narcissists 

are unable to aggress towards the source of the self-threat, they will lash out against an 

unrelated party. In addition, the relationship between narcissism and displaced aggression 
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was strongest when participants were told that they would not receive their scores until 

the end. The authors attributed this finding to the attentional bias that high narcissist have 

towards possibly threatening information. Narcissists tend to be especially attentive to 

ambiguously critical feedback (McCullough, et al., 2003). In this experiment, narcissists 

may have automatically assumed that the upcoming feedback would be negative.   

 Narcissistic provoked aggression seems to be specifically a social comparison 

response. Barry, Chaplin, and Grafeman (2006) outlined three different types of standards 

of comparison. The normative standard compares one’s performance against others; the 

ipsative standard compares one’s current performance against the past performance; and 

the idealized standard compares current performance to what one thinks or expects to 

perform. Importantly, their results showed that narcissists only aggress after threats to the 

normative standard (i.e., performing worse than another person). This suggests that 

provoked narcissistic aggression is concerned with self-esteem boosting through social 

dominance. High narcissists are much more likely to derogate others after self-threat 

compared to low narcissists (Kernis & Sun, 1994), and other studies have shown that 

narcissism is highly correlated with social dominance needs (Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 

1991a; Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 1991b; Ruiz, Smith, & Rhodewalt, 2001).  

Much of the research on threatened egotism has treated narcissism as a 

unidimensional construct. But some have suggested that narcissism involves two 

separate, but related facets: grandiose narcissism and vulnerable narcissism (Wink, 

1991). The grandiose dimension involves feelings of exhibitionism, superiority, and 

overconfidence. The vulnerable dimension is the resentment, defensiveness, and 

insecurity that typify the fragile self-worth of narcissists (Cain, Pincus, & Ansell, 2008).  
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Kernis, Grannemann, and Barclay (1989) showed that it was not high self-esteem, 

per se, but unstable high self-esteem that was linked to hostility. They equipped 

participants with beepers for a week that would go off every two hours, at which point 

they would rate their state self-esteem. The researchers measured stability of self-esteem 

by calculating the standard deviation of the mean state self-esteem for the week. Greater 

standard deviation would indicate more unstable self-esteem. At the end of the week, 

they measured trait anger and hostility. Results showed that participants with high, but 

unstable self-esteem showed greater trait hostility than stable participants or unstable low 

self-esteem participants. While this study did not manipulate any sort of self-threat, it 

suggests that those with an unstable self-esteem may be naturally more hostile. Further 

research has shown that unstable high self-esteem is typical of high narcissists (Zeigler-

Hill, 2006; Jordan et al., 2003). Self-threats may cause that hostility to bubble to the 

surface. Further contributing to the unleashing of “narcissistic rage” may be an impaired 

capacity for self-regulation that is common in narcissists, and related to reactive 

aggression (Kohut, 1972; DeWall et al., 2007). Thus, not only are narcissists more likely 

to view negative experiences as more threatening, they also become angrier from threats, 

and are less able to control this anger. This intense anger may then provoke greater 

reactive aggression. 

The Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin & Hall, 1979), the most 

widely used measure of narcissism, captures only the grandiose dimension. Studies have 

shown (e.g., Rasmussen, 2016) that while higher scores on the NPI do predict greater 

provoked aggression, the relationship is better predicted by measures of vulnerable 

narcissism, such as the Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale (HSNS, Hendin & Cheek, 1997) 
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or its updated version, the Maladaptive Covert Narcissism Scale (MCNS; Cheek, Hendin, 

& Wink, 2013). 

Correlations between the NPI and provoked aggression have been somewhat 

mixed, with some studies finding a coefficient of .40 (Reidy et al., 2008), and others 

finding .20 (Besser & Zeigler-Hill, 2010). However, this may be explained by differing 

measures of narcissism and aggression. A meta-analysis conducted by Rasmussen (2016) 

of studies investigating threatened narcissism and aggression found that 60 out of 86 

studies analyzed used only the NPI to measure trait narcissism. Rasmussen (2016) found 

that, across studies, the average correlation coefficient between vulnerable narcissism and 

provoked aggression was significantly greater than the average correlation between 

grandiose narcissism and provoked aggression.  

One possible explanation for the conflicting results across threatened narcissism 

research is specific domains of narcissism. Factor-analyses of the NPI have identified 

between four and nine different factors of the scale (Raskin & Hall, 1979; Emmons, 

1984). The most widely used subscale set (Raskin & Terry, 1988) categorizes the NPI 

into seven different subscales: vanity (concerned with one’s physical appearance), 

exhibitionism (one’s need to “show-off” their good qualities), superiority (one’s need to 

be better than peers, and recognized for their achievements), entitlement (one’s belief that 

they deserve praise and power), exploitativeness (one’s ability and desire to manipulate 

others), authority (one’s desire to be in charge and have power), and self-sufficiency 

(one’s belief that they are always capable of achieving goals without help). Follow-up 

studies have shown that it is specifically the exploitativeness and entitlement factors that 

link NPI scores to hostility and aggression (Archer, 2009; Dickinson & Pincus, 2003; 
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Exline et al., 2004; Fossati et al., 2010; Okimoto, Reid et al., 2008; Ruiz et al., 2001).  

Some research has shown that vulnerable narcissism predicts trait hostility and 

aggression, while grandiose narcissism does not (Okada, 2010). Thus, further research 

should include the vulnerable dimension of narcissism in order to gain a more nuanced 

perspective of the relationship between threated narcissism and aggression. The present 

research will utilize a measure of vulnerable narcissism (MCNS) as well as a measure of 

grandiose narcissism (NPI) to investigate relationships between threatened narcissism 

and reactive aggression.  

From this body of research, it is clear that threatened narcissism provokes 

increased direct and displaced aggression, and an increased need for social dominance as 

self-enhancement. Many studies have used paradigms such as the competitive reaction 

time task to measure aggression, which may limit the generalizability in terms of 

aggressive responses. However, the present study proposes a unique method of 

measuring displaced aggression: the endorsement of spiteful punishments. 

Retributive Punishment 

 Legal scholars and philosophers have generally made the distinction between 

restorative and retributive justice. While the specific characteristics of restorative and 

retributive justice are still widely debated, we can generally organize them by which side 

of the social dyad they focus on (Wenzel et al., 2008). Restorative justice focuses on the 

victim of the transgression, and stresses the individual contextual nature of justice. It may 

involve re-affirming a shared value consensus and focusing on resolving the misdeed by 

interacting with the victim and perpetrator. Retributive justice focuses on punishing the 

transgressor, and may involve inflicting negative outcomes upon them, above and beyond 
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mere compensation. 

A recent study proposed a distinction between two types of punishment: strategic 

and spiteful punishment (Gill & Cerce, 2017). Strategic punishments are concerned with 

mitigating or eliminating the social threat that the transgressor poses. They may reflect a 

motivation to change the transgressor’s behavior, or isolate them away from society. 

Spiteful punishments reflect a desire to inflict harm and suffering on the transgressor—

irrespective of the communicative value of the punishment, or its possible behavior 

change. It is best captured by the adage “pay evil unto evil.” 

While some argue that punishment may be an interpersonal pro-social response 

(see research on “altruistic punishment,” e.g., Fehr & Gächter, 2002) there is clear 

evidence that spiteful punishment may stem from hostility. Gollwitzer, Meder, & Schmitt 

(2011) showed that participants who were wronged by a transgressor were just as 

satisfied when the transgressor suffered randomly as they were when they had directly 

revenged themselves. This suggests punishments are satisfying even if they do not lead to 

positive behavioral changes in the transgressor. Transgressor-directed anger has also been 

strongly linked to harsher retributive punishment of third-party transgressors (e.g., 

Golberg, Lerner, & Tetlock, 1999; Lerner, Goldberg, & Tetlock, 1998; Nelissen & 

Zeelenberg, 2009; Quigley & Tedeschi, 1996). Additionally, PET scans have shown that 

punishing a transgressor is linked with increased activation in areas of the dorsal 

striatum—a brain region associated with reward and pleasure (De Quervain et al., 2004).  

Research into “covert retributivism” has shown that when they can disguise their 

retributive motivations, individuals will endorse cruel and harmful punishments of a 

transgressor (Fincher & Tetlock, 2015). In their first study, Fincher and Tetlock (2015) 
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had participants assume the role of a judge sentencing criminals to one of two prisons. In 

the high ambiguity condition, the two prisons differed on five different dimensions: cost, 

security, recidivism, rate of GED completion, and prisoner harm (e.g., “there is a great 

deal of gang violence within the inmate population and as a result there are many brutal 

beatings, occasional rapes, and related hospitalizations”). In the “low ambiguity” 

condition, participants selected their preference based on only three conditions: cost, 

security, and prisoner harm. Pretests had shown that both prisons were equally desirable. 

Fincher and Tetlock randomly manipulated between subjects which prison (A or B) was 

most associated with prisoner harm. Since this random assignment was between-subjects, 

and counterbalanced, the researchers could assess overall desires to inflict harm upon the 

criminal. Participants selected which prison they preferred, and then which of the factors 

they claimed was the most important factor for their decision. Results showed that, 

overall, participants selected A and B equally. In the “low ambiguity” condition, only 

18.4% of participants selected the violent prison. When participants could not easily 

explain away their decision (i.e., they had fewer factors to attribute their decision to), 

they favored the less violent prison. However, when participants could safely attribute 

their decision to multiple factors, they were much more likely to prefer the more violent 

prisons. Participants in the high ambiguity condition selected the violent prison 68% of 

the time. When asked which of the five factors most affected their decision in the “high 

ambiguity” condition, participants named cost and security as the key factors. However, 

even though the majority of participants chose the violent prison, only 5% of participants 

listed it as a justification—and 35% of participants gave non-violence as a justification 

for choosing the non-violent prison. These results show that individuals have a strong 
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desire to punish—and inflict substantial harm upon a transgressor, especially if they can 

do so covertly.  

Hostility is thus related to retributive punishments, and given that spiteful 

punishments hold no communicative value, and are unlikely to change the transgressor’s 

behavior, it stems to reason that spiteful punishments may be a sort of “righteous 

aggression.” Aggression and violence towards a transgressor is more socially acceptable, 

and for some, even obligated. Thus, the reactive aggression typical of threatened 

narcissism may be pronounced when they can justify it as punishing a deserving party.  

Gill and Cerce (2017) proposed that spiteful punishments reflect a cultural need 

for vengeance or “just desserts.” However, their spiteful/strategic punishment paradigm 

may be used to test a novel measure of threatened egotism aggression. Narcissism has 

been linked to aggression, anger, and a need for social dominance. Punishing a 

transgressor after a self-threat may serve to re-affirm their damaged self-worth by 

asserting dominance. Some evidence has shown that threatened narcissists will aggress 

against third parties unrelated to the self-threat (Martinez et al., 2008; Twenge & 

Campbell, 2003). This may be especially true for individuals that may “deserve” 

aggression. Narcissists can thus mask their self-esteem increasing social dominance by 

claiming that the aggression is appropriate punishment for a transgressor. 

Present Research 

The present research attempted to extend the existing literature regarding 

aggressive responses to threatened egotism by utilizing the spiteful and strategic 

punishment paradigm designed by Gill and Cerce (2017) as a novel measure of displaced 

covert aggression. Participants were randomly assigned to either the self-threat condition 
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or the no threat condition. Participants in the self-threat condition completed a measure 

of intelligence, and received false feedback showing that they scored low on intelligence. 

In the no threat condition, participants completed a neutral task that did not involve 

evaluative feedback. All participants then read a vignette about a social transgression, and 

were asked to rate their endorsement of a series of strategic and spiteful punishments for 

the transgressor. Since narcissism is multidimensional, a measure of grandiose narcissism 

(NPI) and a measure of vulnerable narcissism (MCNS) were used.  

Given the body of research connecting threatened egotism and aggression, the 

primary hypotheses were that in the no threat condition, high and low vulnerable 

narcissistic participants would not differ in their endorsements of spiteful or strategic 

punishment. However, it was predicted that participants high in vulnerable narcissism in 

the self-threat condition would favor more spiteful punishment than threatened low 

narcissistic participants (Hypothesis 1). Similarly, it was expected that in the no threat 

condition, participants high in grandiose narcissism would not differ from low grandiose 

narcissism participants in their endorsement of spiteful punishments. But in the self-

threat condition, participants high in grandiose narcissism would show greater 

endorsement of spiteful punishment compared to participants low in grandiose 

narcissism. This will be analyzed using total NPI scores (Hypothesis 2a) and NPI 

subscales separately (Hypothesis 2b). Some research has identified that narcissistic 

entitlement is the strongest predictor of threatened egotism aggression (e.g., Reidy et al., 

2008), so the Entitlement subscale of the NPI was paid special attention. Some research 

has shown that vulnerable narcissism is a stronger predictor of reactive aggression than 

grandiose narcissism (e.g., Hendin & Cheek, 1997). Thus, it was proposed that vulnerable 
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narcissism would predict more of the variance in spiteful punishments than grandiose 

narcissism (Hypothesis 3).  

In addition, several secondary hypotheses were tested. Strategic and spiteful 

punishments are not necessarily reciprocal. Just because an individual endorses greater 

spiteful punishment does not necessarily mean that they will endorse less strategic 

punishment. However, strategic punishments may not allow vulnerable narcissists to 

exert social dominance over the transgressor like spiteful punishments may. Therefore, it 

was expected that participants higher in narcissism would be less in favor of strategic 

punishment after self-threat compared to those lower in narcissism and non-threatened 

participants. Vulnerable narcissism (hypothesis 4) and the NPI subscales (hypothesis 5) 

were used to predict endorsement of strategic punishment. Threatened egotism research 

has found that narcissists aggress to restore damaged self-esteem after a threat. This 

would therefore suggest that threatened vulnerable narcissists should show increased 

implicit self-esteem after given the ability to punish (hypothesis 6). Prior studies have 

shown that men and women differ in reactive aggression and covert aggression, with 

women showing more covert aggression, and greater provoked aggression (Archer, 2004; 

Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, & Peltonen, 1988). Furthermore, the effect of the presence of 

provocation on reactive aggression seems to be greater in women than men (Bettencourt 

& Miller, 1996). Thus, there may be gender differences in threatened narcissistic 

aggression. As a post-hoc exploratory analysis, men and women were analyzed 

separately. Given the paucity of research on gender differences in threatened egotism, 

these analyses were exploratory, with no specific hypotheses.  
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Chapter Two: 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants consisted of 493 individuals recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk program and were paid $0.50 for their participation. A total of 30 participants were 

excluded from analyses for failing the suspicion probe, 6 for incomplete data, 1 for 

completing the survey in only four minutes (greater than two standard deviations below 

the mean), and 2 for values greater than two standard deviations above the mean on NPI 

scores. This left a final sample of 454 participants (260 women, 189 men, 3 other/non-

binary, 2 not disclosed). Participants were aged 18 to 74 (M = 37.21, SD = 12.05). The 

majority of participants were white, with 73% identifying as Caucasian, 11% identifying 

as African American, 6% as Hispanic, 9.5% as Asian, 1% as Native American, and 0.5% 

as Middle-Eastern.  

Materials 

 Maladaptive Covert Narcissism Scale (MCNS; Cheek, Hendin, & Wink, 

2013; see Appendix B). The MCNS is an extension of the earlier Hypersensitive 

Narcissism Scale (HSNS; Hendin & Cheek, 1997), a widely used and reliable measure of 

vulnerable narcissism (Fossati et al., 2009). The MCNS is a self-report measure tapping 

into the covert (i.e., vulnerable) dimension of narcissism; it was expanded to include the 

entitlement/exploitativeness dimension of covert narcissism, and has been previously 

used to predict hostility in threatened narcissists (Graf, 2017). It consists of 23 statements 

reflecting fragile and vulnerable self-esteem (e.g., “I am especially sensitive to success 

and failure,” “I dislike being with a group unless I know that I am appreciated by at least 

one of those present”). Participants were asked to rate how representative each statement 
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is of themselves from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (Cronbach’s α = .95). 

 Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin & Hall, 1979; see Appendix 

C). The NPI is a measure of the grandiose dimension of narcissism. It consists of 40 pairs 

of statements. Each pair consists of one narcissistic statement (e.g., “I think that I am a 

special person”) and one non-narcissistic statement (e.g., “I am no better or worse than 

most people”). Participants are asked to select which of the two sentences most applies to 

them. The NPI was divided into seven subscales based on the factor analysis of Raskin 

and Terry (1988): vanity (e.g., “I like to look at myself in the mirror;” 4 items, 

Cronbach’s α = .60), exhibitionism (e.g., “I like to be the center of attention;” 6 items, 

Cronbach’s α = .72), superiority (e.g., “I know that I am good because people tell me so;” 

Cronbach’s α = .70, 5 items), entitlement (e.g., “I insist upon getting the respect that I 

deserve;” Cronbach’s α = .63, 5 items), exploitativeness (e.g., “I find it easy to 

manipulate people;” Cronbach’s α = .58, 4 items), authority (e.g., “I like to take 

responsibility for making decisions;” Cronbach’s α = .78, 8 items), and self-sufficiency 

(e.g., “I always know what I’m doing in a situation;” Cronbach’s α = .64, 5 items). NPI 

scores were calculated for each subscale, as well as an overall score of grandiose 

narcissism (Cronbach’s α = .92). 

 Negative feedback manipulation. Participants assigned to the self-threat 

condition (n = 193) completed a task framed as a measure of “cognitive ability and 

creativity.” This task included 20 items of the Remote Associations Test (RAT; Mednick, 

1967; Backman & Tuckman, 1972; see appendix D). The RAT is a test of creativity 

originally designed to select for high-achievement children, though it has been since used 

as an effective means to administer negative intelligence feedback in self-threat 
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paradigms (e.g., Bongers, Dijksterhuis, & Spears, 2009; Heatherton & Vohs, 2000; Major 

et al., 1998; McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981). Each item in the RAT presents the 

participant with three words as part of an associative cluster (e.g., “base,” “snow,” 

“dance”). The participant is tasked with coming up with a fourth word that links the three 

prior words (in this example, “ball”).  

The task consisted of five easy items and 15 difficult RAT items as pre-tested by 

Bowden & Jung-Beeman (2003). Easy items were defined as the five items with the 

highest percentage of correct responses (ranging from 82-96%). Difficult items were 

defined as the 15 items with the lowest percentage of correct responses (ranging from 1-

7% of participants). To increase the credibility of the test and the feedback, a mix of easy 

and difficult items were used so that participants would respond correctly to some items, 

but still struggle with the majority of the items.  

Participants were given three practice items with feedback before taking the full 

test. Participants were given 20 seconds to solve each item – further increasing the 

difficulty of the test. The timer for each item was displayed for the participants, and after 

20 seconds, the page automatically advanced to the next item. Participants were told that 

the questions had been pre-tested with undergraduate students. Beneath each question in 

the RAT, participants were told the percentage of other participants who responded 

correctly. In reality, these percentages were made up, and purposefully inflated (ranging 

from 80%-99%). This was done to further induce self-threat, as participants who could 

not solve the item would likely think that they were worse than most at the task.  

After taking the exam, participants received their accurate overall score for the 

test. Participants were then falsely told that the average score on the test was 17 out of 20. 
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It was assumed that given the difficulty of the items, participants would score low. Thus, 

participants can be given accurate feedback, but still score low enough that it would make 

an effective self-threat. This method was suggested by McFarlin and Blascovich (1984) 

in order to reduce participants’ suspicions about the test’s validity. 

Participants in the no threat condition (n = 261) were asked to read through the 

same sets of words as in the RAT, and were asked to select which word they liked best 

from each set (adapted from Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007). Similarly to the RAT items, 

participants were given 20 seconds for each item, after which the page automatically 

advanced. 

 Name-Letter Task (NLT; Hoorens, 2014). The NLT is a commonly used 

measure of implicit self-esteem (e.g., Hoorens, 2014). The name-letter effect has shown 

that individuals tend to prefer letters in their initials compared to other letters (Nuttin, 

1985). In the consent form, participants were asked to supply their first and last initials. 

Participants were shown each letter in the alphabet (the order was randomized), and 

asked to rate how much they liked the letter on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great 

deal). Initial preference scores were calculated using an algorithm created by LeBel and 

Gawronski (2009), which calculates a participant’s rating for their first and last initial and 

compares it to all other participants’ ratings for that letter. It then calculates an index for 

initial preference, wherein greater values mean greater preference for their initials. The 

NLT showed moderate reliability (Cronbach’s α = .61, 2 items). 

 Social transgressor vignette and punishment options (Gill & Cerce, 2017; see 

Appendix E and F). The social transgression vignette was adapted from Gill and Cerce 

(2017). It describes a man named James, who is a bully in the workplace: humiliating and 
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insulting his co-workers (Appendix E). The original vignette contained wording that 

suggested that James himself was a narcissist (e.g., “For James, bullying is a choice. His 

choice is driven mainly by a desire to be superior to others”). This language was removed 

from the vignette in the present study. The vignette was chosen because it is a mundane 

social transgression, compared to criminal violations, and thus more representative of 

normal social judgments that individuals make. Following the vignette, participants read 

a series of possible punishments for James, including four spiteful punishments (e.g., “I 

wish someone would ‘put James in his place’ and make him look foolish in front of 

everyone”) and four strategic punishments (e.g., “James should be required to see a 

psychologist who specializes in office bullying; the goal would be to help James see how 

his behavior affects others.”). Participants were asked to rate their endorsement of each 

using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree; see 

Appendix F). Endorsement ratings were summed across the four items for a total spiteful 

punishment score (ranging from 4-20) and a total strategic punishment score (ranging 

from 4-20). Both spiteful (Cronbach’s α = .89) and strategic punishments (Cronbach’s α 

= .82) showed good reliability. 

Procedure 

After accepting the assignment through Amazon Mechanical Turk, participants 

were directed to the Qualtrics survey page. Participants were asked to sign their initials 

on the consent form (Appendix A). This was used to calculate their name-letter 

preference. Participants then completed the MCNS and the NPI. They were then 

randomly assigned the self-threat condition or the no threat condition. Participants in the 

self-threat condition completed a 20-item version of the RAT. After which, they received 
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their score and were told that the average score was 17 out of 20 correct responses. In the 

no threat condition, participants were presented with the RAT item words, and asked to 

select for each set, which of the three they liked most. Following this, all participants 

completed the NLT. Participants then read the vignette about James, and selected the 

degree to which they endorsed the series of spiteful and strategic punishments. 

Afterwards, participants completed the NLT again. Finally, participants were asked what 

they thought the hypotheses of the study were, if they had taken the RAT before, and how 

they felt about the feedback they had been given on the tests. These questions served as 

suspicion probes for the study. Participants who had taken the RAT before and/or 

suspected that the feedback was false were eliminated from the study. After the suspicion 

probe, participants were debriefed (Appendix G).   
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Chapter Three: 

Results 

Narcissism Measures 

 NPI items were re-coded such that the narcissistic response was always scored as 

1, and the non-narcissistic response was always scored as 0. The Vanity, Exhibitionism, 

Superiority, and Entitlement subscales were positively skewed, and were Log-

transformed. All NPI subscales were moderately correlated with each other (coefficients 

ranged from .41-.63). Exhibitionism (r = .10, p < .001) and Superiority (r = .12, p = .011) 

weakly correlated with MCNS scores. The Entitlement subscale moderately correlated 

with MCNS scores (r = .34, p < .001). This makes sense, since the MCNS was created by 

adding the entitlement dimension to the older Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale (Hendin 

& Cheek, 1997). However, it is important to note that with such a large sample size, these 

p-values may be inflated. 

 Men scored significantly greater than women on the Exhibitionism [t(453) = 2.54, 

p = .012], Superiority [t(453) = 4.79, p < .001], Entitlement [t(453) = 3.88, p <.001], 

Authority [t(453) = 3.91, p < .001], and Self-Sufficiency subscales [t(453) = 2.40, p = 

.017]. MCNS scores did not differ between women (M =  66.42, SD = 19.96) and men (M 

= 65.89, SD = 22.61), t(453) = 0.26, p = .793. 

Endorsement of Punishment 

Spiteful endorsement and strategic punishment endorsement were not correlated 

(r = -.05, p = .332), suggesting that these processes are not necessarily reciprocal. There 

were no gender differences for spiteful punishments, t(453) = 1.53, p = .127). Women (M 

= 17.96, SD = 2.63) did endorse strategic punishment more than men (M = 17.11, SD = 
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2.70), t(453) = 3.93, p < .001, d = .32. Power analyses showed that the desired sample 

size given a medium effect size, .80 power, and an α of .05, was 168 participants. Given 

that the dataset was more than double that, in order to avoid inflated p values, the total 

dataset was split into a training (n = 221) and a validation (n = 233) sample based on a 

random selection of 50% of the total cases. This serves as an internal replication for 

performed analyses, as suggested by Hair and colleagues (2009). 

 Spiteful punishment. A hierarchical linear regression was conducted using 

condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat) and MCNS scores (mean-centered) in the first 

step, and the MCNS x Condition interaction in the second step predicting total spiteful 

punishment. In the training sample, step one significantly predicted spiteful punishment, 

F(2, 218) = 48.96, p < .001, R2 = .31. When looking at individual predictors, only the 

MCNS score was significant, with greater vulnerable narcissism predicting greater 

endorsement of spiteful punishment (β = 0.56, p  < .001). Step two, including the MCNS 

x Condition interaction, was also significant, F(3, 217) = 33.87, p < .001, R2 = .32. 

However, there was no significant effect of MCNS x Condition (β = 0.14, p = .092). This 

finding replicated across the validation sample, where step one explained 17% of the 

variance, F(2, 230) = 23.60, p < .001. Again, only MCNS was a significant predictor (β = 

0.41, p < .001) with no significant MCNS x Condition interaction in step two (β = 0.11, p 

= .150). The MCNS-Spiteful punishment relationship was stable across both samples 

(average R2 = .25).  

 A hierarchical regression was used to predict spiteful punishment from total NPI 

scores (mean-centered), condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat), and their interaction. In 

the training sample, step one (which included only NPI scores and participant condition) 
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was not significant, F(2, 218) = 1.76, p = .175, R2 = .02. The addition of the NPI x 

Condition interaction in step two was also non-significant, F(3, 217) = 1.26, p = .289, R2 

= .02. The validation sample showed the same pattern of results, with neither step 

significantly predicting spiteful punishment.  

 Because NPI subscales were only moderately correlated, and several of the 

subscales were skewed, the NPI subscales were then analyzed individually. NPI 

subscales (mean-centered), condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat), and the NPI 

subscales x Condition interaction were entered into a hierarchical linear regression 

predicting total spiteful punishment. In the training sample, step one, including the NPI 

subscales and Condition significantly predicted spiteful punishment, F(8,212) = 2.16, p = 

.032, R2 = .08. Amongst individual predictors, only Log-transformed Entitlement was a 

significant predictor of spiteful punishment (β = 0.28, p = .010). Step two, including 

interactions, was not significant, F(15, 205) = 1.43, p = .134. These results were partially 

replicated in the validation sample. Step one significantly predicted spiteful punishment, 

F(8,224) = 3.93, p <.001, R2 = .12. Here, both Log-transformed Entitlement (β = 0.26, p = 

.003) and Log-transformed Superiority (β = -0.18, p = .045) were significant predictors. 

Here, step two was overall significant, F(15, 224) = 2.33, p = .004, R2 = .14. However, 

there were no significant interactions in step two, contradicting the second hypothesis. In 

both the training and validation samples, narcissistic entitlement predicted greater spiteful 

punishment regardless of condition. In the validation sample, narcissistic superiority 

predicted less spiteful punishment. Across both samples, NPI subscales significantly 

predicted spiteful punishment (average R2 = .12). 

In order to compare correlation coefficients between the final MCNS model and 
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the final NPI subscale model, correlation coefficients for each model were averaged 

between the training and validation models (average MCNS r = .50; average NPI r = 

.34). These average correlation coefficients were subjected to Fisher’s r to z 

transformation to derive a z score for the comparison. A two-sample z test found that the 

average correlation coefficient for the final MCNS model was significantly greater than 

the average correlation coefficient for the final NPI subscales model, z = 2.07, p = .019. 

This suggests that the MCNS model was a stronger predictor of spiteful punishment than 

the NPI model, supporting hypothesis 3.   

Secondary Analyses 

 Strategic punishment. A hierarchical linear regression was conducted using 

MCNS (mean-centered) subscales and condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat) in step 

one and the MCNS x Condition interaction added in step two as predictors of total 

strategic punishment. In the training sample, step one was significant, F(2, 218) = 4.94, p 

= .008, R2 = .04. MCNS was the only significant predictor (β = -0.21, p = .002). Step two 

was also significant, F(3, 217) = 3.65, p = .013, R2 = .05. However, the MCNS x 

Condition interaction was not significant (β = 0.10, p = .300). These results were 

replicated in the validation sample. Step one was significant, F(2, 230) = 6.29, p = .002, 

R2 = .05. Again, only MCNS was a significant predictor (β = -0.22, p = .001). Step 2 was 

also significant, F(3, 229) = 4.89, p = .003, R2 = .05, the MCNS x Condition (β = 0.12, p 

= .154) was not. Across both the training and validation samples, greater MCNS scores 

weakly predicted less endorsement of strategic punishments. However, self-threat 

condition did not impact the endorsement of strategic punishment, disconfirming 

hypothesis four. 
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 NPI subscales (mean-centered), Condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat), and 

their interactions were entered into a hierarchical regression predicting total strategic 

punishment. In the training sample, step one included only the NPI subscales and 

Condition and was significant, F(8, 212) = 6.00, p < .001, R2 = .19. Log-transformed 

Exhibitionism (β = -0.46, p < .001) and Log-transformed Superiority (β = 0.21, p = .024) 

were the only significant individual predictors. Step two was also significant, F(15, 205) 

= 3.60, p < .001, R2 = .21. However, no interaction terms were significant. These results 

differed in the validation sample. While step one was significant overall, F(8, 224) = 

3.56, p = .001, R2 = .11, only Log-transformed Exhibitionism was a significant predictor 

(β = -0.20, p = .024). Log-transformed Superiority was not significant (β = -0.02, p = 

.243) here. Step two was also significant overall, F(15, 217) = 2.47, p = .002, R2 = .15, 

but no individual interactions were significant predictors. Across training and validation 

samples, the Exhibitionism subscale of the NPI predicted less endorsement of strategic 

punishment. However, the presence of self-threat had no effect on strategic punishment 

for any dimension of grandiose narcissism, contradicting hypothesis five. 

 After examining these results, post-hoc theorizing proposed that because men 

scored higher on Exhibitionism compared to women, and men were overall less in favor 

of strategic punishment compared to women, the link between Exhibitionism and 

strategic punishment may be confounded by gender. As a post-hoc test, a step-wise 

regression was tested. Gender was entered as a covariate in step one, and Log-

transformed Exhibitionism was added in step two. Results found that gender significantly 

predicted strategic punishment in step one, F(1, 447) = 253.51, p < .001, R2 = 0.36. Once 
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accounting for participant gender, adding in Log-transformed Exhibitionism did not 

significantly improve the model, ΔF(1, 446) = 2.00, p = .158.  

 Name-Letter Task. Initial preference scores were calculated using an algorithm 

that compares participants liking for their first and last initials to all other participants’ 

liking for those letters. A greater index means a greater preference for their initials, and 

thus greater implicit self-esteem. An independent t-test comparing initial preference 

directly after the self-threat manipulation found that participants who experienced the 

self-threat showed lower (M = 0.23, SD = 1.14) initial preference than participants in the 

control group (M = 0.92, SD = 1.01), t(453) = 6.87, p < .001.  

 Initial preference change scores were calculated by subtracting initial preference 

scores at time one (i.e., after the manipulation/before punishment) from initial preference 

scores at time two (i.e., after punishment). A hierarchical linear regression was conducted 

entering Condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat) and MCNS scores (mean-centered) in 

step one, and adding the Condition x MCNS interaction in step two to predict initial 

preference change. Step one overall significantly predicted initial preference change, F(2, 

453) = 7.37, p = .001, R2 = .04. When looking at individual predictors, only Condition 

was significant (β = 0.19, p < .001). Step two, including the MCNS x Condition 

interaction, was also significant, F(3, 452) = 6.60, p < .001, R2 = .05. Condition was a 

significant predictor (β = 0.19, p < .001), and so was the MCNS x Condition interaction 

(β = 0.14, p = .027). This was further split by condition. In the no threat condition, 

MCNS did not significantly predict initial preference change, F(1, 260) = 1.09, p = .297, 

R2 = .01. In the self-threat condition, MCNS scores borderline predicted initial preference 
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change such that greater MCNS scores predicted increases in initial preference after 

punishment F(1, 192) = 3.81, p = .053, R2 = .02 . This partially supports hypothesis six. 

Gender Differences Exploratory Analyses 

 In order to have adequate sample sizes for each gender, the training and validation 

samples were collapsed. Separate hierarchical regressions were conducted for women and 

men using MCNS (mean-centered) and condition (dummy-coded, 0 = no threat) in step 

one, and their interaction added in step two. For women, step one was significant, F(2, 

257) = 44.29, p < .001, R2 = .26. MCNS significantly predicted greater spiteful 

punishment (β = 0.51, p < .001) but condition did not (β = 0.01, p = .971). Step two was 

also significant, F(3, 256) = 33.96, p < .001, R2 = .29. More importantly, the MCNS x 

condition interaction was significant (β = 0.22, p = .002). When further split by condition, 

female vulnerable narcissists endorsed more spiteful punishments in the self-threat 

compared to in the no threat condition. 

 In men, step one was significant, F(2,186) = 25.99, p < .001, R2 = .22, with only 

MCNS significantly predicting spiteful punishment (β = 0.45, p < .001). While step two 

was also overall significant, F(3, 185) = 17.40, p < .001, there was no significant MCNS 

x Condition interaction (β = 0.05, p = .540).  
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Chapter Four: 

Discussion 

 Research into threatened egotism has shown that when threatened, narcissists tend 

to react aggressively against the source of the threat and third-party members in order to 

re-assert their social dominance. Some studies have shown that it is a particular sub-type 

of narcissism, vulnerable narcissism, which is most strongly linked to reactive 

aggression. The present study attempted to investigate one possible way for narcissists to 

covertly aggress and re-assert dominance: punishment of another individual. More 

specifically, the primary hypothesis was that vulnerable narcissists who experienced a 

self-threat would be more in favor of spiteful punishment than non-threatened narcissists 

and non-narcissists. 

Summary of Results 

 Results showed that, overall, participants higher in vulnerable narcissism were 

more in favor of spiteful punishment (compared to those low in vulnerable narcissism) 

regardless of condition. NLT scores were lower for participants after the self-threat 

manipulation compared to the no threat manipulation, suggesting that the RAT was a 

viable self-esteem threat. These results show that while the vulnerable narcissists may 

have been threatened after the RAT, this self-threat did not affect their endorsement of 

spiteful punishment, contradicting hypothesis 1.  

Total NPI scores did not significantly predict spiteful punishment in either the 

presence or absence of self-threat, contradicting hypothesis 2a. When looking at NPI 

subscales, only the Entitlement subscale of the NPI significantly predicted spiteful 

punishment. This is in line with some research showing that narcissistic entitlement is 
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linked to aggression and spiteful behavior (Reidy et al., 2008; Marcus, Zeigler-Hill, 

Mercer, & Norris, 2014). However, self-esteem threat did not seem to affect the 

endorsement of spiteful punishment among those with greater narcissistic entitlement, 

contradicting hypothesis 2b. The vulnerable narcissism model using MCNS scores 

significantly a greater proportion of the variance in spiteful punishment than the 

grandiose narcissism model using the NPI did. This might suggest that vulnerable 

narcissists favor covert aggression more than grandiose narcissists do. 

Further exploratory analyses based on post-hoc hypotheses investigated possible 

gender differences in punitiveness for threatened narcissists. While results have shown no 

gender differences in vulnerable narcissism, aggression and threatened egotism seem to 

differ between men and women (e.g., Barnett & Powell, 2016; Charbonnier, 2017). In the 

present study, men vulnerable narcissists were more in favor of spiteful punishment 

(compared to those lower in vulnerable narcissism) regardless of condition. However, for 

women, there was also an interaction of self-threat and vulnerable narcissism: female 

vulnerable narcissists were especially in favor of spiteful punishment after a threat. 

Charbonnier (2017) found that contingent self-esteem and narcissistic entitlement were 

the strongest predictors of physical aggression in women. Contingent self-esteem 

involves one’s self-worth being highly dependent on external factors such as social 

approval, and has been linked to vulnerable narcissism (Zeigler-Hill, Clark, & Pickard, 

2008). Because women engage in more covert aggression than overt aggression 

compared to men (Archer, 2004), a covert aggression paradigm like spiteful punishment 

may best capture reactive aggression in female vulnerable narcissists. This may also 

explain why men showed no effect of threat on spiteful punishment, as men tend to show 
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more overt aggression (especially overt reactive aggression) than covert aggression, 

compared to women (Archer, 2004). In other words: it is not necessarily that men 

vulnerable narcissists do not demonstrate reactive aggression to threats, but that they may 

not demonstrate covert reactive aggression to threats, instead favoring overt aggression. 

Thus, a covert aggression paradigm such as this may not be appropriate for men’s more 

overt aggression.  

Research has shown that not only do narcissists engage in aggression after threat, 

but also that they generally endorse others’ violent behavior (Blinkhorn, Lyons, & 

Almond, 2016). This may be another explanation for vulnerable narcissists’ overall 

endorsement of spiteful punishment. Since the present punishment paradigm involves 

endorsing another person’s spitefulness (and not personally engaging in spiteful 

punishment), narcissists might thus be in favor of other’s violent behavior. It is possible 

that narcissists endorse others’ violent behavior to either experience social dominance 

vicariously, or to justify their own aggression. 

Vulnerable narcissism was also associated with lower endorsement of strategic 

punishment (compared to those lower in vulnerable narcissism) for both conditions. 

While spiteful punishment and strategic punishment were not correlated, it could be that 

strategic punishment does not bolster the fragile self-esteem of vulnerable narcissists in 

the same way that spiteful punishment does. The endorsement of strategic punishment 

may be driven by empathy for the transgression victim, and a desire to rehabilitate the 

transgressor. It may have been the case that participants high in vulnerable narcissists 

lacked the empathy that would otherwise have motivated them to favor strategic 
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punishment. However, given the relatively low R2 values of the models, these results 

should be considered carefully. 

Exhibitionism also negatively predicted the endorsement of strategic punishment. 

Given the paucity of research into the exhibitionism domain of narcissism, and the brand 

new paradigm designed by Gill and Cerce (2017), it is difficult to speculate on possible 

explanations. However, post-hoc analyses found that once gender was accounted for, this 

was not significant. Since men overall endorsed less strategic punishment, and scored 

higher than women on narcissistic exhibitionism, this effect may thus have been 

confounded by gender differences in exhibitionism and strategic punishment. 

Initial preference scores were significantly lower after the condition manipulation 

for participants in the self-threat condition compared to the no-threat condition. This 

suggests that the RAT was a successful self-esteem threat. Furthermore, exploratory 

analyses found that for participants who had experienced a self-threat, being given the 

opportunity to punish improved their implicit self-esteem. This appeared to be especially 

so for participants high in vulnerable narcissism (compared to low in vulnerable 

narcissism). Though negative RAT feedback threatened their self-esteem, the ability to 

punish an individual seemed to repair their damaged self-esteem. However, it should be 

noted that these results were only borderline significant, and showed an almost 

nonexistent effect size. Thus, these results should be considered skeptically. 

Narcissistic Self-Enhancement 

Threatened egotism research has found that narcissists will aggress to reassert 

dominance in response to self-threats. The present study showed that vulnerable 

narcissists consistently engaged in social aggression regardless of self-esteem threat. 
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These findings suggest that narcissists engage in self-enhancement, even under 

circumstances where they would be expected to self-protect. This goes along with some 

researchers’ conceptualization of narcissism as a disorder of pathological self-

enhancement (Morf, Horvath, & Torchetti, 2011). Given their fragile sense of self-

esteem, vulnerable narcissists may especially need to self-enhance, which can take the 

form of anti-social behavior.  

Most threatened egotism research has used measures of overt aggression (e.g., 

noise blasts in a competitive reaction time game; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), and 

shown that narcissists engage in more overt aggression after self-threats compared to 

without threat. However, the present study found that those high in narcissism—

especially vulnerable narcissism—will engage in greater covert aggression (compared to 

those low in narcissism) regardless of whether their self-esteem has been threatened or 

not. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Results showed that NPI scores were not predictors of punishment. This may be 

due to the problematic nature of the scale. While the NPI is one of the most commonly 

used measures of narcissism, it is not without its faults. While originally designed to have 

seven subscales (Raskin & Hall, 1979), different factor analyses have identified 

anywhere from four to nine separate factors (Emmons, 1984; Raskin & Hall, 1979). 

These widely varying factor loadings threaten the interval validity of the scale. There are 

also possible problems with the construction of the scale. The NPI consists of pairs of 

statements, one that is supposed to indicate a narcissistic attitude, and one that is a non-

narcissistic attitude. However, this binary choice may not accurately capture participants’ 
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actual attitudes as they are forced to pick a statement even if neither accurately captures 

their personality. Furthermore, the two opposing statements do not represent two ends of 

a continuum. For example, one pair of NPI statements is “I am assertive”/“I wish I was 

more assertive.” There exists no possible option for individuals who are knowingly not 

assertive, but have no desire to be. Thus, a participant is forced to choose between two 

statements that are inaccurate. Future research may benefit from a different measure of 

narcissism such as the Pathological Narcissism Inventory (Pincus, 2013), another well-

validated measure that may be better at capturing grandiose narcissism. 

 Results showed that vulnerable narcissism is a stronger predictor of covert 

aggression than grandiose narcissism. However, as there was no overt punishment option, 

it is difficult to discern if vulnerable narcissists show greater threatened egotism 

aggression overall or merely in covert aggression. Another key benefit of this study is a 

possible new covert aggression paradigm. The James vignette task (Gill & Cerce, 2017) 

was originally conceptualized as a measurement of punitiveness and forgiveness. 

However, spiteful punishment may be a form of covert aggression against a perceived 

deserving target. Some researchers (Ritter & Eslea, 2005; Tedeschi & Quigley, 1996) 

have criticized the external validity of common aggression measures (e.g. hot-sauce 

paradigm, Competitive Reaction Time Game, Point Subtraction Aggression Paradigm). 

This spiteful punishment paradigm may be a more naturalistic method to measure covert 

aggression. 

 Though this study showed no gender differences in vulnerable narcissism, 

exploratory analyses found gender differences in covert aggression amongst threatened 

vulnerable narcissists. Results found an effect of self-threat on spiteful punishment 
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among women high in vulnerable narcissism, but not among men high in vulnerable 

narcissism. While implicit self-esteem scores suggest that the RAT manipulation 

successfully induced self-threat across genders, studies have shown that women invest 

greater contingent self-esteem in intelligence compared to men (Crocker, Karpinski, 

Quinn, & Chase, 2003). Thus, an intelligence threat such as the RAT may have been 

more effective for women than for men.  Future research should try and discern if the 

gender differences lie in the type of self-threat or the type of reactive aggression 

measured (i.e., covert versus overt aggression). 

 Overall, the majority of the NPI subscales were unrelated to spiteful punishment. 

And Entitlement only weakly predicted spiteful punishment. This seems to contradict the 

threatened egotism research. However, the nature of the self-threat in this study may have 

influenced these null findings. Research has shown that public self-threats provoke 

reactive aggression in grandiose narcissists, but private self-threats do not (Ferriday, 

Vartanian, & Mandel, 2011). Since the negative feedback manipulation was shared only 

with the participant, the private self-threat may not have affected grandiose narcissists. 

Conclusions 

 Research into threatened egotism has shown that when narcissists experience a 

self-threat, they react with aggression. The present study found that participants high in 

vulnerable narcissism endorsed greater spiteful punishment than those low in vulnerable 

narcissism in both the absence and presence of self-threat. This suggests that vulnerable 

narcissists engage in consistent self-enhancement to an almost pathological degree with 

possibly antisocial effects.  



36 
 

 

Appendices 

Appendix A: Informed Consent 

  

 Informed Consent Form 
 Primary Investigator: Drew Parton, Psychology department 

 

 

Purpose of this study:  

This study is designed to investigate relationships between personality traits and social judgments. 

 

Procedure:  

During the study, you will be asked to fill out questionnaires regarding personality traits and personal 

judgments.  

 

Possible Risks:  

The study poses minimal risks to you. If you experience distress when answering certain questions or 

performing certain tasks, you can discontinue the study at any time without penalty. You may also skip any 

questions you do not want to answer. 

 

Benefits: 

Results and analyses from these data will help expand current research about relationships between 

personality and social judgments. 

You may request to receive a synopsis of the results of the study when data collection is completed by 

making a request to the investigator. 

The study is expected to last approximately 15 minutes, and you will be compensated 0.50 USD for your 

participation. 

 

Voluntary: 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If at any point you wish to stop, you can withdraw from 

this study with no penalization to you. You may also choose not to answer questions that may discomfort 

you.  

 

Confidentiality: 

All information collected during the study period will be kept strictly confidential. Your responses will be 
coded using unique identification numbers. No publications or reports from this project will include 

identifying information on any participant.   

 

Contact information: 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a participant, you are encouraged to contact 

the chairperson of the Towson University Institutional Review Board: 

 Dr. Elizabeth Katz 

Towson University Office of University Research Services 

8000 York Road 

Towson, Maryland 21252 

Phone: (410) 704-2236 

If you have questions regarding the study or if you wish to withdraw your consent, please contact the 

principle investigator: Drew Parton, Towson University (dparto1@students.towson.edu) or the faculty 

advisor, Dr. Michael Ent (ment@towson.edu) 

 

Consent: 

By signing this consent form, I am indicating my understanding that (a) I certify that I am over the age of 

18, (b) I am participating in a research study; (c) my participation is completely voluntary and that I can 

withdraw my consent at any time without penalty; and (d) I do not have to answer any questions I do not 

want to answer. 
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Appendix B: Maladaptive Covert Narcissism Scale 

Please answer the following questions by deciding to what extent each item is 

characteristic of your feelings and behavior. Fill in the blank next to each item by 

choosing a number from the scale printed below.  

Please use the following scale: 

 

1------------------------2------------------------3------------------------4------------------------5 

  Disagree        Disagree                 Neither agree             Agree              Agree 

  Strongly        Somewhat     Nor disagree   Somewhat          Strongly 

 

_____ 1. I can become entirely absorbed in thinking about my personal affairs, my 

health, my cares, or my relations to others 

_____ 2. My feelings are easily hurt by ridicule or by the slighting remarks of others 

_____ 3. When I enter a room, I often become self-conscious and feel that the eyes of 

others are on me 

_____ 4. I dislike sharing the credit of an achievement with others 

_____ 5. I feel that I have enough on my hands without worrying about other people’s 

troubles 

_____ 6. I feel that I am temperamentally different from most people 

_____ 7. I often interpret the remarks of others in a personal way 

_____ 8. I easily become wrapped up in my own interests and forget the existence of 

others 

_____ 9. I dislike being with a group unless I know that I am appreciated 

_____ 10. I am secretly annoyed when other people come to me with their troubles, 

asking me for my time and sympathy 

_____ 11. I am jealous of good-looking people. 

_____ 12. I tend to feel humiliated when criticized.  

_____ 13. I wonder why other people aren't more appreciative of my good qualities.  

_____ 14. I tend to see other people as being either great or terrible.  

_____ 15. I sometimes have fantasies about being violent without knowing why.  
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_____ 16. I am especially sensitive to success and failure. 

_____ 17. I have problems that nobody else seems to understand. 

_____ 18. I try to avoid rejection at all costs.  

_____ 19. My secret thoughts, feelings, and actions would horrify some of my friends.  

_____ 20. I tend to become involved in relationships in which I alternately adore and 

despise the other person.  

_____ 21. Even when I am in a group of friends, I often feel very alone and uneasy. 

_____ 22. I resent others who have what I lack. 

_____ 23. Defeat or disappointment usually shame or anger me, but I try not to show it. 
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Appendix C: Narcissistic Personality Inventory  

You will see pairs of statements. For each pair, please choose which one is closest to 

your feelings.  

I have a natural talent for influencing people I am not good at influencing people 

Modesty doesn’t become me I am essentially a modest person 

I would do almost anything on a dare I tend to be fairly cautious 

When people compliment me, I sometimes 

get embarrassed 

I know that I am good because people tell 

me so 

The thought of ruling the world frightens me If I ruled the world, it would be a better 

place 

I can usually talk my way out of situations I try to accept the consequences of my 

behavior 

I prefer to blend in with the crowd I like to be the center of attention 

I will be a success I am not too concerned about success 

I am no better or worse than most people I think I am a special person 

I am not always sure if I would make a good 

leader 

I see myself as a good leader 

 

I am assertive I wish I was more assertive 

I like to have authority over other people I don’t mind following orders 

I find it easy to manipulate people I don’t like it when I find myself 

manipulating people 

I insist upon getting the respect that I 

deserve 

I feel that I usually get the respect that I 

deserve 

I don’t particularly like to show off my body I like to show off my body 

I can read people easily People are sometimes hard to understand 

If I feel competent, I am willing to take 

responsibility for making decisions 

I like to take responsibility for making 

decisions 

I just want to be reasonably happy I want to amount to something great 

My body is nothing special I like to look at my body 

I try not to be a show off I will usually show off if I get the chance 

I always know what I’m doing in a situation Sometimes I am not sure of what I am 

doing 

I sometimes depend on others to get things 

done 

I can always get things done by myself 

I will never be satisfied until I get what I 

deserve 

I take my satisfactions as they come 

Compliments embarrass me I like to be complimented 

I have a strong will for power Power does not interest me much 

I like to look at myself in the mirror I do not often look at myself in the mirror 

I like to be the center of attention 

  

It makes my uncomfortable to be the 

center of attention 

I can live my life in any way I want to People can’t always live their lives in 

terms of the way they want 
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Being an authority does not mean that much 

to me 

People usually recognize my authority on 

matters 

I would prefer to be leader I am okay with following with others 

I am going to do great things I hope that I am going to be successful 

People often question what I say I can make anybody believe anything I 

want 

I am a born leader Leadership is a quality that takes a long 

time to develop 

I wish that someone would some day write 

my biography  

I don’t like people prying into my life 

I get upset when people don’t notice how I 

look 

I don’t mind blending into the crowd 

I feel that I am more capable than other 

people 

There is a lot that I can learn from others 

I am much like everybody else I am an extraordinary person 

Sometimes I tell good stories Everybody likes to hear my stories 

I expect a great deal from other people I like to do things for other people 

I don’t care about new fads and fashions I like to start new trends 
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Appendix D: Selected Remote Associates Test items 

Practice:  

 snow/basket/room (ball) 

 loser/throat/spot (sore)  

 cream/skate/cube (ice) 

Easy:   

 duck/fold/dollar (bill)  

 rocking/wheel/high (chair)  

 dew/comb/bee (honey)  

 cottage/swiss/cake (cheese) 

 political/surprise/birthday (party) 

Difficult: 

 cracker/fly/fighter (fire)  

 tooth/potato/heart (sweet) 

 mail/board/lung (black) 

 cut/cream/war (cold) 

 hammer/ache/fore (head)  

 foul/ground/mate (play) 

 wise/work/tower (clock) 

 cry/front/ship (battle) 

 forward/flush/razor (straight) 

 land/hand/house (farm) 

 break/bean/cake (coffee) 

 fork/dark/man (pitch) 

 end/line/lock (dead) 

 illness/bus/computer (terminal) 

 roll/bean/fish (jelly)



   

 

Appendix E: James vignette 

 

James is the Vice President of a moderately sized company who will often humiliate and 

harass members of his staff. He says unkind things and implies that employees are 

unintelligent or incompetent. Employees avoid James as much as possible so that they 

will not be his next target. Unfortunately, there are few avenues for change in the 

company as James is the owner's son and employees are hesitant to file complaints 

against him. He thinks that putting others down is "good sport" and that it is funny when 

other people are embarrassed. He often plans his insults in advance, timing them to 

achieve maximum impact. On occasions when others have asked James to reflect on what 

he is doing, this has produced no positive effect.  
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Appendix F: Spiteful and strategic punishments 

 

Please fill-in-the-blank before each statement with the number that best indicates the 

extent to which you agree or disagree. Please use the following scale: 

 

1------------------------2------------------------3------------------------4------------------------5 

Disagree               Disagree           Neither agree                 Agree                      Agree 

Strongly              Somewhat           Nor disagree            Somewhat        Strongly 

 

 

Spiteful Punishments 

______ It would be great to learn that one of James’ coworkers spilled water on his 

laptop, destroying its contents.   

______ I would be happy to hear that a project that James had been working on for over a 

year was “accidentally” erased from his hard drive by a coworker.   

______It would be great if his coworkers changed the clock in his office, making him late 

for a meeting.   

______I wish someone would "put James in his place," and make him look foolish in 

front of everyone.   

 

Strategic Punishments 

______ James should receive a clear warning from a superior: You will not be eligible 

for a raise until you start treating others with respect.   

______ James should be required to see a psychologist who specializes in office bullying; 

the goal would be to help James see how his behavior affects others.   

______ James should be required to attend an office etiquette seminar so he can learn 

how to appropriately treat his coworkers.   

______For every complaint filed against James, he should be required to meet with a 

human resources representative to discuss with him ways to change his behavior. 
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Appendix G: Debriefing Script 
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Appendix H: Institutional Review Board protocol approval 
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