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Definition of Narcissism 

Narcissism is a self-centred personality style marked by an excessive 

preoccupation with oneself and one’s own needs, often at the expense of others 

en.wikipedia.org 

. The term comes from the Greek myth of Narcissus, a youth who fell in love with his 

own reflection and pined away in obsession 

en.wikipedia.org 

. Psychologically, narcissism entered scientific discussion in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries – Havelock Ellis first identified it as a mental disorder in 1898, and 

Sigmund Freud later described it as a normal stage in early child development that 

becomes pathological if it persists into adulthood 

britannica.com 

. In modern clinical context, narcissism refers to an inflated self-image, a sense of 

entitlement, and a tendency to exploit others, combined with a fragile self-esteem 

that is easily threatened 

britannica.com 

britannica.com 

. It is considered one element of the “dark triad” of negative personality traits 

(alongside Machiavellianism and psychopathy) in personality theory 

britannica.com 

. Importantly, experts note that narcissism exists on a continuum – a moderate 

degree can be normal and healthy, but extreme forms can lead to dysfunctional 

behaviour and even Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) en.wikipedia.org 

Types of Narcissism 
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Not all narcissism looks the same. Psychologists outline several subtypes of 

narcissism, each with distinct characteristics 

en.wikipedia.org 

 

verywellmind.com 

: 

• Grandiose (Overt) Narcissism: The classic image of narcissism. Grandiose 

narcissists are bold, arrogant, and extroverted, openly displaying an inflated 

sense of superiority 

verywellmind.com 

. They seek attention and admiration blatantly – boasting about achievements, 

dominating conversations, and showing little empathy. This subtype is 

characterized by high self-esteem, exhibitionism, and entitlement 

en.wikipedia.org 

 

en.wikipedia.org 

. They appear confident and charismatic, though this confidence can mask 

underlying insecurity. 

• Vulnerable (Covert) Narcissism: Almost the opposite presentation of 

grandiose narcissism 

verywellmind.com 

. Vulnerable narcissists are “thin-skinned” – introverted, hypersensitive to 

criticism, and prone to feelings of inadequacy 

en.wikipedia.org 

. They still have a self-absorbed sense of entitlement but express it in passive 

or defensive ways (for example, by playing the victim or giving backhanded 

compliments to seek reassurance) 

verywellmind.com 

 

en.wikipedia.org 

. They often appear shy or modest, but internally they harbour resentments 

and an excessive need for recognition. (Note: “Covert narcissism” usually 

refers to this vulnerable subtype.) 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Narcissistic%20grandiosity%20is%20thought%20to,regulatory%20style%3A%5B%2041
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=1.%20High%20self,over%20other%20benefits%20of%20socialization
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Covert%20
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=1.%20Low%20and%20contingent%20self,vengefulness%20when%20needs%20are%20unmet
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• Communal Narcissism: A less obvious form of narcissism where individuals 

view themselves as especially altruistic, nurturing, or morally superior. 

Communal narcissists claim to value fairness and to be great benefactors to 

others, presenting as saintly or generous 

verywellmind.com 

. However, their prosocial behaviour is driven by a need for admiration – they 

expect praise for their “good deeds,” and their actions often don’t match their 

noble words 

verywellmind.com 

. For example, they might loudly champion a cause or help others publicly, but 

become angry when their contributions are not recognized 

verywellmind.com 

. This subtype still features the core traits of entitlement and grandiosity, just 

channelled into community or charitable settings rather than outright vanity 

verywellmind.com 

 

verywellmind.com 

. 

• Malignant Narcissism: An extreme, toxic mix of narcissism with antisocial 

traits, aggression, and sadism. Malignant narcissists not only crave 

admiration but also tend to be paranoid, ruthlessly exploitative, and often 

enjoy hurting or belittling others 

verywellmind.com 

. Some experts describe malignant narcissism as a blend of NPD and 

psychopathy 

verywellmind.com 

. These individuals have the same need for attention and superiority, but 

pursue it through hostile and destructive behaviours: they may be vindictive, 

prone to rage, and have zero tolerance for criticism 

verywellmind.com 

. Malignant narcissism is considered the most severe form – in fact, it’s not an 

official diagnosis, but a conceptual category for particularly dangerous 

narcissistic behaviour. 

• Overt vs. Covert Narcissism: Sometimes narcissism is broadly grouped into 

“overt” (grandiose) vs. “covert” (vulnerable) styles 

en.wikipedia.org 

https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Communal%20Narcissism
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Other%20signs%20include%20of%20communal,narcissism%20include
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=,Expression%20of%20altruistic%20values
https://www.verywellmind.com/communal-narcissism-a-deep-dive-into-collective-self-centeredness-7561322#:~:text=Communal%20narcissism%20is%20a%20form,than%20just%20their%20immediate%20environment
https://www.verywellmind.com/communal-narcissism-a-deep-dive-into-collective-self-centeredness-7561322#:~:text=Communal%20narcissism%20became%20more%20well,Journal%20of%20Research%20in%20Personality
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=common%20signs%20of%20malignant%20narcissism,include%20the%20following
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=The%20most%20severe%20type%20of,narcissism%20displays%20symptoms%20of%20NPD
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Similar%20to%20overt%20narcissism%2C%20malignant,malignant%20narcissism%20include%20the%20following
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Two%20primary%20expressions%20of%20narcissism,42
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. Overt narcissists outwardly project arrogance, boastfulness, and 

exhibitionism – their narcissism is on full display 

verywellmind.com 

. Covert narcissists, by contrast, keep their grandiose needs hidden under a 

facade of humility or anxiety, but still harbour secret feelings of superiority and 

entitlement 

verywellmind.com 

. Despite their different outward behaviour, both types share the same core of 

self-centeredness and lack of empathy 

en.wikipedia.org 

. 

(It’s important to note that these categories often overlap – e.g. a narcissist can be 

grandiose in some situations and thin-skinned in others. But thinking in terms of 

subtypes helps illustrate the range of narcissistic behaviours.) 

Signs and Symptoms 

Narcissism manifests in characteristic behaviours, emotions, and social 

tendencies. Some common signs and symptoms include 

mayoclinic.org 

mayoclinic.org 

: 

• Inflated Self-Importance: Narcissists have an unrealistically high sense of 

their own importance, talent, or attractiveness. They often exaggerate 

achievements and expect to be recognized as superior even without 

commensurate accomplishments 

mayoclinic.org 

. They may be preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited success, power, or 

beauty and believe they deserve special treatment 

mayoclinic.org 

. 

• Need for Admiration: A constant craving for praise and approval is a 

hallmark. Narcissistic individuals require excessive admiration 

mayoclinic.org 

https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Overt%20
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Covert%20
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Two%20primary%20expressions%20of%20narcissism,42
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,understood%20by%20equally%20special%20people
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,the%20best%20car%20or%20office
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,understood%20by%20equally%20special%20people
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,they%20feel%20are%20not%20important
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,understood%20by%20equally%20special%20people
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– they fish for compliments, dominate conversations to showcase themselves, 

and feel dissatisfied or moody if attention shifts away. Their relationships often 

revolve around seeking validation of their greatness. 

• Sense of Entitlement: They expect special favours and unquestioning 

compliance from others 

mayoclinic.org 

. A narcissist often assumes that rules don’t apply to them or that they should 

always get what they want. If others don’t cater to their needs or 

accommodate them, the narcissist is shocked and aggrieved. 

• Lack of Empathy: Perhaps the most hurtful trait is an inability or 

unwillingness to empathize with others’ feelings 

mayoclinic.org 

. Narcissists struggle to genuinely recognize or care about the needs and 

emotions of people around them. They may act cold, dismissive, or even cruel 

when others are distressed, because their focus is almost entirely on 

themselves. 

• Exploitive and Manipulative Behaviour: Other people are often treated as 

tools to be used. A narcissist will take advantage of others to achieve their 

own ends – for instance, using charm or persuasion to enlist others’ help, and 

then discarding or ignoring those people when they’re no longer useful 

mayoclinic.org 

. They often form superficial relationships that exist mainly to shore up their 

ego. Lying or gaslighting (making someone doubt their reality) can be tactics 

to maintain control. 

• Envy and Belittling: Narcissistic individuals are frequently envious of 

others’ success or good fortune, and also believe others envy them 

mayoclinic.org 

. They might demean or tear down people who threaten their status. In group 

settings (families, workplaces) they may undercut peers and belittle others’ 

contributions to remain feeling superior 

therapynowsf.com 

. Arrogant, boastful behaviour and an air of patronizing condescension are 

common 

mayoclinic.org 

. 

• Fragile Self-Esteem & Sensitivity to Criticism: Despite outward confidence, 

narcissists typically have very fragile self-esteem. They do not handle 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=understood%20by%20equally%20special%20people,and%20come%20across%20as%20conceited
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,instance%2C%20the%20best%20car%20or
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=understood%20by%20equally%20special%20people,and%20come%20across%20as%20conceited
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=,instance%2C%20the%20best%20car%20or
https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Some%20of%20the%20characteristics%20are,be%20yourself%2C%20essentially%2C%20authentic%20self
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=others.%20,the%20best%20car%20or%20office
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criticism or failure well. Even mild feedback or slights can provoke 

disproportionate reactions – impatience or anger if not given special 

treatment, or rage and defensiveness when confronted or criticized 

mayoclinic.org 

. If a narcissist feels humiliated, they may lash out with contempt or get 

extremely moody and withdrawn. This hypersensitivity often leads them to 

avoid situations where they might fail or be seen as imperfect 

mayoclinic.org 

. 

In summary, a narcissistic person often comes across as charming and confident 

at first, but over time their self-focus, lack of empathy, and entitled demands strain 

relationships. Others may feel used, ignored, or drained by the constant need to prop 

up the narcissist’s ego. 

Causes and Contributing Factors 

What causes narcissism? There is no single known cause, but research suggests 

a complex mix of genetic, environmental, and social factors contribute to 

developing narcissistic traits or NPD 

mayoclinic.org 

• Early Environment and Parenting: Childhood experiences appear very 

influential. Narcissism has been linked to parent–child relationships that are 

either excessively doting/adoring or overly critical and neglectful 

mayoclinic.org 

. For example, a child who is constantly praised as “special” and not taught 

empathy may develop an inflated self-image. Conversely, a child who suffers 

abuse, neglect, or harsh criticism might develop narcissistic behaviours as 

a defense – creating a grandiose self to compensate for deep insecurity 

britannica.com 

 

britannica.com 

. In either case, the normal development of a realistic self-esteem and 

empathy is disrupted. Psychologists like Heinz Kohut and Otto Kernberg 

theorized that disturbances in early caregiving (e.g. unempathetic or 

inconsistent parenting) can arrest emotional development and sow the seeds 

of adult narcissism 

britannica.com 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=At%20the%20same%20time%2C%20people,They%20can
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=treatment.%20,humiliation%20and%20fear%20of%20being
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=It%27s%20not%20known%20what%20causes,disorder%20may%20be%20linked%20to
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=%2A%20Environment%20%E2%80%94%20parent,brain%20and%20behavior%20and%20thinking
https://www.britannica.com/science/narcissism#:~:text=Clinical%20theories%20of%20narcissism%2C%20such,empathic%20contribute%20to%20the%20healthy
https://www.britannica.com/science/narcissism#:~:text=themselves%20that%20lead%20the%20child,esteem%20through%20association
https://www.britannica.com/science/narcissism#:~:text=Clinical%20theories%20of%20narcissism%2C%20such,empathic%20contribute%20to%20the%20healthy
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britannica.com 

. A child who doesn’t receive healthy mirroring and limits may remain fixated 

in a grandiose, self-centred stage 

britannica.com 

, using others later in life only to shore up self-worth. 

• Genetics and Temperament: Inborn personality traits likely play a role. 

Some people may be genetically predisposed to higher levels of traits like 

aggression, sensitivity, or reward-seeking, which can tilt toward narcissism 

mayoclinic.org 

. For instance, a naturally bold and outgoing child might be more prone to 

grandiose narcissism, whereas a highly sensitive, anxious temperament might 

incline toward vulnerable narcissism. Twin studies suggest a hereditary 

component to narcissistic personality features, though specific genes aren’t 

identified. 

• Neurobiology: Differences in the brain’s structure or chemistry could 

contribute. Preliminary research has found that people with NPD can have 

alterations in brain regions involved in empathy and emotional regulation 

(such as reduced gray matter volume in areas of the cerebral cortex that are 

linked to empathy) 

amenclinics.com 

. Additionally, one study found elevated oxidative stress levels in individuals 

with NPD, a biological marker that might relate to difficulty processing 

emotions like shame 

uchicagomedicine.org 

. Such findings hint that narcissism’s roots are not purely psychological – 

underlying neurobiological factors may influence one’s capacity for empathy 

and self-regulation. (This is an emerging area of research.) 

• Cultural and Societal Influences: Broader societal values can encourage or 

discourage narcissistic traits. Some evidence indicates that individualistic, 

competitive cultures (where personal success and self-promotion are 

emphasized) tend to have higher levels of narcissism on average 

neurosciencenews.com 

. For example, studies comparing regions found that people socialized in 

Western societies scored higher on narcissism measures than those from 

more collectivist cultures 

sciencedaily.com 

https://www.britannica.com/science/narcissism#:~:text=themselves%20that%20lead%20the%20child,esteem%20through%20association
https://www.britannica.com/science/narcissism#:~:text=unempathetic%20and%20fails%20to%20provide,esteem%20through%20association
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=too%20much%20criticism%20that%20don%27t,brain%20and%20behavior%20and%20thinking
https://www.amenclinics.com/conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/#:~:text=Narcissistic%20Personality%20Disorder%20Treatment%20,to%20empathy%20and%20increased
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20found%20that%20the%20levels,the%20next%20question%2C%E2%80%9D%20Lee%20said
https://neurosciencenews.com/western-societies-narcissism-8375/#:~:text=News%20neurosciencenews,the%20impact%20of%20sociocultural
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/01/180125135540.htm#:~:text=People%20who%20grew%20up%20in,in%20the%20former%20eastern
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neurosciencenews.com 

. Social norms that reward fame, wealth, and physical appearance (often 

amplified by media) can create an environment where narcissistic behaviour 

is reinforced. Additionally, the rise of social media (discussed below) in 

modern society provides new platforms for self-display, potentially feeding into 

narcissistic tendencies. However, it’s important to remember many cultural 

and family factors intersect – not everyone in a “selfie culture” becomes a 

narcissist, and many narcissistic individuals emerge from otherwise normal 

backgrounds. 

In summary, narcissism is thought to develop from a combination of nature and 

nurture. A child who may be temperamentally prone to boldness or sensitivity could, 

under certain parenting and social conditions, learn to adopt a narcissistic style 

(either grandiose or defensive) as a coping mechanism. Conversely, a supportive 

upbringing that balances self-confidence with empathy can mitigate narcissistic 

tendencies even in an outgoing child. There is ongoing research into these causal 

factors, but one clear point is that extremes in childhood experiences – too much 

indulgence or too little caring – are commonly reported in the histories of people with 

pathological narcissism 

mayoclinic.org 

mayoclinic.org 

Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) 

When narcissistic traits are extreme, inflexible, and cause significant 

impairment, they may constitute Narcissistic Personality Disorder, a clinical 

diagnosis. NPD is defined in the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders) as a pervasive pattern of grandiosity (in behaviour or fantasy), need for 

admiration, and lack of empathy, beginning by early adulthood and present in 

various contexts 

analyzepsych.com 

 

analyzepsych.com 

. To be diagnosed, an individual must exhibit at least 5 of 9 specific criteria, which 

include 

analyzepsych.com 

https://neurosciencenews.com/western-societies-narcissism-8375/#:~:text=News%20neurosciencenews,the%20impact%20of%20sociocultural
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=%2A%20Environment%20%E2%80%94%20parent,brain%20and%20behavior%20and%20thinking
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=Although%20the%20cause%20of%20narcissistic,development%20of%20narcissistic%20personality%20disorder
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=DSM,Disorder
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,arrogant%2C%20haughty%20behaviors%20or%20attitudes
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,unreasonable%20expectations%20of%20especially
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analyzepsych.com 

: 

• A grandiose sense of self-importance (e.g. exaggerates achievements and 

expects to be seen as superior) 

analyzepsych.com 

• Preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, or 

beauty 

analyzepsych.com 

• Belief that one is “special” and can only be understood by or should associate 

with other high-status people 

• Requires excessive admiration 

analyzepsych.com 

• Has a sense of entitlement (unreasonable expectations of especially 

favorable treatment) 

analyzepsych.com 

• Is interpersonally exploitative (takes advantage of others to achieve 

personal ends) 

analyzepsych.com 

• Lacks empathy (unwilling to recognize or identify with others’ feelings) 

analyzepsych.com 

• Is often envious of others or believes others envy them 

• Shows arrogant, haughty behaviours or attitudes 

analyzepsych.com 

If someone meets these criteria and their narcissistic behaviour causes clinically 

significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas, 

they may be diagnosed with NPD 

verywellmind.com 

 

verywellmind.com 

https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,arrogant%2C%20haughty%20behaviors%20or%20attitudes
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,Requires%20excessive%20admiration
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=talents%2C%20expects%20to%20be%20recognized,only%20be%20understood%20by%2C%20or
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,unreasonable%20expectations%20of%20especially
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,others%20are%20envious%20of%20them
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,others%20are%20envious%20of%20them
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,arrogant%2C%20haughty%20behaviors%20or%20attitudes
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=,arrogant%2C%20haughty%20behaviors%20or%20attitudes
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Narcissism%20vs
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=NPD%20is%20a%20mental%20health,of%20functioning%20in%20one%27s%20life
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. It’s estimated to affect up to ~1% of the general population (more commonly in 

men) 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

, although prevalence figures vary. 

Challenges of NPD: Narcissistic Personality Disorder is notably challenging to treat 

and manage. By its nature, NPD can leave individuals with little insight into their 

own behaviour – they often do not seek help because they genuinely don’t see 

themselves as having a problem (or they blame others for any problems) 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

. It often takes a severe life crisis (such as a major failure, depression, or ultimatum 

from loved ones) to push a person with NPD to consider therapy 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

. Even then, forming a therapeutic alliance can be hard: the person may feel insulted 

by feedback or may try to manipulate the therapist. As a result, dropout rates in 

therapy for NPD tend to be high, and progress can be slow. Individuals with NPD 

may also simultaneously suffer from depression, substance abuse, or other issues 

as their relationships and life goals falter, complicating treatment 

mayoclinic.org 

. 

Treatment Options: There is no specific medication for NPD – no pill can instil 

empathy or erase grandiosity. The core treatment is psychotherapy (talk therapy), 

often long-term. Approaches that have been used include Psychodynamic therapy 

(focusing on underlying emotions and early experiences), Cognitive-Behavioural 

Therapy (to adjust distorted thoughts and behaviours), Dialectical Behaviour Therapy 

(to help with emotional regulation), and schema-focused therapy 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

. The general goals in therapy are to develop healthier self-esteem, increase 

empathy for others, and learn to relate in less entitled, more adaptive ways. 

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=,personality%20disorder
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=What%20can%20I%20expect%20if,I%20have%20narcissistic%20personality%20disorder
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=,who%20have%20other%20conditions%20may
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=People%20with%20NPD%20may%20not,of%20events%20or%20circumstances%20include
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/narcissistic-personality-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20366662#:~:text=Complications%20of%20narcissistic%20personality%20disorder%2C,occur%20along%20with%20it%20include
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=Treating%20NPD%20usually%20involves%20some,psychotherapy
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Therapists often work on gently confronting the client’s exaggerated self-image while 

also addressing the fragile self-worth and shame underlying it 

analyzepsych.com 

 

analyzepsych.com 

. Group therapy or family therapy can also help by providing feedback in a controlled 

setting 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

. 

While therapy can be effective, it requires a committed patient; someone with NPD 

has to accept that they have vulnerabilities and be willing to change deeply ingrained 

behaviours – a tall order, but not impossible. There are documented cases of 

narcissistic personalities improving with consistent therapy and effort, learning to 

value others and find more realistic self-confidence. It’s also worth noting that NPD 

often overlaps with other personality issues, so therapy may address not just 

narcissism but also traits of borderline personality, depression, etc., as needed. 

For symptomatic relief, medications might be used to treat co-occurring problems 

like anxiety, depression, or impulsivity (for example, antidepressants or mood 

stabilizers) 

my.clevelandclinic.org 

. But again, these don’t “cure” NPD; they just help manage mood or behavioural 

symptoms that can come with it. 

Prognosis: The outlook for NPD varies. Some individuals mellow with age or after 

humbling life experiences, gaining a bit more perspective. Others may continue the 

narcissistic patterns throughout life, cycling through jobs and relationships as 

conflicts arise. Without intervention, NPD can lead to long-term interpersonal 

difficulties (unstable relationships, loneliness), career problems, and other mental 

health issues. With therapy and effort, however, people with NPD can develop more 

insight. They may never become exceptionally empathetic, but they might learn to 

moderate their entitlement, take others’ perspectives more seriously, and maintain 

more stable relationships. Research is ongoing into more targeted treatments, but 

NPD remains one of the more challenging personality disorders to treat – a fact that 

reflects why prevention and early healthy parenting are so emphasized by experts. 

https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=Heinz%20Kohut%C2%A0postulated%20that%20we%20maintain,This%20is%20postulated
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=these%20poles%2C%20the%20person%20afflicted,may%20disrupt%20their%20unbalanced%20equilibrium
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=,Couples%20or%20family%20therapy
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/9742-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=


 12 

(Key point: Not everyone with narcissistic traits has NPD. Many people have 

subclinical narcissism – some vanity and self-focus that don’t wreck their life. NPD 

is diagnosed only when the traits are inflexible and impairing enough to meet clinical 

criteria). 

verywellmind.com 

 

verywellmind.com 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact on Relationships and Society 

Personal Relationships: Narcissism can be deeply damaging to relationships – 

whether it’s romantic partnerships, friendships, or family bonds. People with strong 

narcissistic traits often form relationships that are initially exciting (due to their charm 

or confidence) but later turbulent. Their lack of empathy and tendency to put 

themselves first means partners and friends often feel unseen, unvalued, and 

used. For instance, a narcissistic partner may be charming and adoring when 

seeking your affection, but once in the relationship, they might demand constant 

praise, ignore your needs, belittle you, and become angry when criticized. This 

dynamic can lead to feelings of confusion and low self-worth in those around the 

narcissist. Emotional abuse patterns can emerge (gaslighting, manipulation, 

controlling behaviours), as the narcissist tries to maintain superiority. Over time, 

loved ones may experience chronic stress or trauma from the roller-coaster of being 

idealized one moment and devalued the next. It’s not uncommon for narcissists to 

alienate their spouses, children, or friends – trust and mutual respect erode 

under the weight of one-sidedness. In fact, people close to a narcissist often report 

feeling drained and emotionally battered, and may require support or therapy 

themselves to heal from the relationship. That said, narcissists can sometimes 

maintain stable relationships if the other party is very tolerant or deferential, but even 

then the relationship may be skewed and lacking true intimacy. 

https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=Narcissism%20vs
https://www.verywellmind.com/types-of-narcissism-and-how-to-spot-them-7255438#:~:text=NPD%20is%20a%20mental%20health,of%20functioning%20in%20one%27s%20life
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Workplace Dynamics: Narcissism doesn’t only affect home life – it can significantly 

impact work and organizations. A narcissistic boss or coworker can create a toxic 

environment. For example, a narcissistic manager might take credit for others’ work, 

demand unquestioning admiration from subordinates, react harshly to any feedback, 

and undermine colleagues perceived as competition. This behaviour disrupts team 

cohesion and trust: coworkers may feel demoralized or anxious, communication 

breaks down, and cooperation gives way to rivalry or fear 

therapynowsf.com 

. Narcissistic leaders often focus on personal glory at the expense of group success, 

potentially harming the organization’s effectiveness. Studies have found that while 

narcissists can attain leadership positions (due to their confidence and charisma), 

over time their teams often suffer – job satisfaction decreases and turnover 

increases as employees grow tired of the leader’s self-serving or abrasive actions 

therapynowsf.com 

therapynowsf.com 

. On the other hand, narcissistic employees can also be disruptive: they may ignore 

instructions, hog credit for successes and deflect blame for failures, and create 

conflicts in pursuit of personal advancement. In summary, unchecked narcissism in 

the workplace tends to erode morale and collaboration, and can even reduce 

productivity and decision-making quality 

therapynowsf.com 

Social and Cultural Implications: On a larger scale, psychologists and social critics 

have voiced concerns about a “culture of narcissism.” Ever since Christopher 

Lasch’s 1979 book The Culture of Narcissism brought the term into public discourse 

en.wikipedia.org 

, there’s been debate about whether modern society is becoming more narcissistic. 

Some evidence (such as rising scores on narcissism inventories among college 

students over the decades) suggests a generational increase in self-centred 

attitudes, often attributed to factors like consumerism, celebrity culture, and social 

media. Western societies that emphasize individual achievement and self-promotion 

may inadvertently reward narcissistic traits, leading to more people exhibiting 

them 

neurosciencenews.com 

https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Recognizing%20Narcissistic%20Behaviors%20in%20the,Workplace
https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Some%20of%20the%20characteristics%20are,be%20yourself%2C%20essentially%2C%20authentic%20self
https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Consequences%20of%20Unchecked%20Narcissism
https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Consequences%20of%20Unchecked%20Narcissism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=The%20term%20entered%20the%20broader,27
https://neurosciencenews.com/western-societies-narcissism-8375/#:~:text=News%20neurosciencenews,the%20impact%20of%20sociocultural
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. For instance, fame and wealth are highly glamorized, and phrases like “looking out 

for number one” celebrate putting oneself first. This doesn’t mean everyone is a 

narcissist, but societal norms can shift what’s considered acceptable behaviour (e.g. 

boasting might be seen as confidence). 

At the same time, the impact of narcissism on society can be serious. In extreme 

cases, narcissistic individuals in positions of power (CEOs, politicians, community 

leaders) may make decisions that prioritize their ego or image over the public good, 

potentially leading to corruption or destructive policies. Culturally, an environment 

with prevalent narcissism might see weaker social bonds, more superficial 

friendships, and a decline in empathy at the community level. It can also spur a 

backlash: as narcissistic behaviour becomes more visible, there’s growing public 

conversation about setting boundaries and promoting empathy and humility as 

values. In recent years, for example, there’s increased awareness of narcissistic 

abuse (people recognizing the signs of narcissistic partners or family members and 

seeking help). In summary, narcissism influences society by shaping interpersonal 

norms and leadership dynamics – too much narcissism can harm the social fabric, 

but awareness of it has also led to calls for more compassion and accountability in 

our culture. 

Social Media and Narcissism 

It’s often said that we live in an “age of the selfie,” and indeed social media has 

become a new theatre for narcissistic behaviour. Online platforms both reflect and 

potentially amplify narcissistic tendencies. Some key points about the complex 

interplay between social media and narcissism: 

• The Perfect Stage for Self-Promotion: Social media platforms like 

Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, etc. provide an endless audience for those 

craving attention. For a narcissistic person, these platforms are a “perfect 

tool” to curate an idealized image and seek admiration from others 

ualberta.ca 

. As one researcher put it, “Social media lets narcissists make a perfect 

picture of themselves… and watch the stream of potentially global social 

approval. It’s the narcissist’s perfect tool.” 

ualberta.ca 

. Online, one can post flattering selfies, achievements, and glamorous 

moments and immediately get likes and comments – essentially feeding the 

narcissistic need for recognition. Narcissists tend to carefully manage their 

online persona, often portraying a life of success and beauty to gain followers 

and praise. 

https://www.ualberta.ca/en/folio/2019/10/selfies-the-perfect-tool-for-narcissists-says-u-of-a-researcher.html#:~:text=photos%20draw%20enough%20likes%20on,social%20media
https://www.ualberta.ca/en/folio/2019/10/selfies-the-perfect-tool-for-narcissists-says-u-of-a-researcher.html#:~:text=photos%20draw%20enough%20likes%20on,social%20media
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• Trends in Narcissistic Online Behaviour: Studies have found correlations 

between certain social media activities and narcissism. For instance, frequent 

posting of selfies and photos has been linked to higher narcissism scores 

psypost.org 

. One longitudinal study found that people who excessively posted images on 

social media showed, on average, a 25% increase in narcissistic traits over 

four months 

medicalxpress.com 

. Many of them even developed levels of narcissism above the clinical NPD 

threshold 

medicalxpress.com 

. The effect was not seen in those who mainly posted text (e.g. on Twitter), 

suggesting something about visual self-display specifically encourages 

narcissistic self-focus 

medicalxpress.com 

. Grandiose narcissists, in particular, are drawn to platforms that allow them to 

accumulate followers and status; they tend to have more friends/followers and 

post more selfies and self-promoting content 

psypost.org 

. They also engage in behaviours like carefully selecting profile pictures that 

make them look attractive or important 

socialmediatoday.com 

. On the other hand, vulnerable narcissists might lurk for validation and envy 

others’ posts, possibly posting “humble-brag” or subtly self-pitying content to 

get reassurance. 

• Feedback Loop (Cause or Effect?): A debated question is whether social 

media causes an increase in narcissism or simply attracts narcissistic 

individuals. Research suggests both can be true. Narcissistic people do 

gravitate to social media as an outlet – for example, those with higher initial 

narcissism tend to post more and continue using platforms heavily 

medicalxpress.com 

. At the same time, heavy use of image-based social media can further 

inflate narcissistic traits, as noted above, by rewarding users with attention 

which reinforces grandiose behaviour 

medicalxpress.com 

 

medicalxpress.com 

https://www.psypost.org/selfie-posting-frequency-can-be-predicted-by-grandiose-narcissism-study-finds/#:~:text=In%20particular%2C%20grandiose%20narcissism%20%E2%80%94,associated%20with%20posting%20selfies%20online
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=exhibitionism%2C%20beliefs%20relating%20to%20entitlement%2C,and%20exploiting%20others
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=Those%20who%20used%20social%20media,four%20months%20of%20the%20study
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=Those%20who%20used%20social%20media,four%20months%20of%20the%20study
https://www.psypost.org/selfie-posting-frequency-can-be-predicted-by-grandiose-narcissism-study-finds/#:~:text=In%20particular%2C%20grandiose%20narcissism%20%E2%80%94,associated%20with%20posting%20selfies%20online
https://www.socialmediatoday.com/social-networks/how-spot-narcissist-social-media#:~:text=How%20to%20Spot%20a%20Narcissist,Facebook%20that%20emphasize%20their%20attractiveness
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=However%2C%20for%20this%20group%20of,verbal%20postings%20they%20made%20later
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=exhibitionism%2C%20beliefs%20relating%20to%20entitlement%2C,and%20exploiting%20others
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=,the%20subsequent%20growth%20in%20narcissism
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. In simpler terms, a narcissist gets a dopamine hit from each like and is 

encouraged to keep showcasing themselves, potentially becoming even more 

narcissistic over time. Even for people not initially high in narcissism, the 

design of social media (focusing on selfies, follower counts, etc.) can nudge 

some toward more self-promotional behaviour. That said, using social media 

doesn’t automatically make someone a narcissist – many people use it 

healthily. It’s the excessive, validation-seeking use that is associated with 

narcissistic tendencies 

medicalxpress.com 

. 

• Rise in Awareness and “#Narcissism” Discourse: Interestingly, social 

media has also popularized discussions about narcissism. Terms like 

“narcissist,” “gaslighting,” and “narcissistic abuse” trend frequently on 

platforms. There are countless forums, TikTok videos, and Instagram posts 

dedicated to identifying narcissistic behaviour and supporting victims. This 

growing awareness means that the general public is now more familiar with 

narcissism than in the past. People share memes about narcissistic ex-

partners or trade tips on YouTube about dealing with a narcissistic parent. 

While this has helped many realize they’re not alone and put a name to 

certain toxic behaviours 

rtor.org 

, it’s a double-edged sword: the term “narcissist” can also be overused or 

misused online as a casual insult or pop psychology label. Nonetheless, the 

social media spotlight on narcissism has arguably made it easier for 

individuals to spot red flags in relationships and seek help. In a way, social 

media has made narcissism both more visible and more understood (at 

least at a surface level) among the general public. 

• Influence on Social Values: There’s concern that social media may be 

shifting cultural norms – normalizing vanity and constant self-promotion. 

Seeing peers post only their highlight reels can pressure others to do the 

same, creating a cycle where everyone is performing to be seen. Some 

psychologists worry this contributes to an environment of shallow 

comparisons and reduced empathy (if everyone is busy curating their own 

image, who is listening to whom?). On the flip side, others point out that social 

media can also facilitate positive community and empathy if used to share 

genuine stories and connect with others – so it’s not inherently a narcissism 

machine. The key is how one engages with it. 

In summary, social media and narcissism have a dynamic relationship. These 

platforms provide new avenues for narcissistic expression, and indeed we see many 

behaviours online that mirror classic narcissism (from the endless selfies to 

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=exhibitionism%2C%20beliefs%20relating%20to%20entitlement%2C,and%20exploiting%20others
https://www.rtor.org/2024/10/28/awareness-of-narcissism-continues-to-grow-but-treatment-remains-elusive/#:~:text=Growing%20Awareness%20of%20Narcissism%20,helping%20victims%20understand%20its%20impact
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influencer “it’s all about me” culture). Empirical research backs up that heavy visual 

social media use correlates with increased narcissistic traits 

medicalxpress.com 

. At the same time, social media has educated many about narcissism and even 

given a voice to those affected by narcissists. As with most technology, its impact 

depends on the user – it can either feed a narcissistic ego or, used differently, help 

check it. For society, the rise of social media has certainly intensified the 

conversation about narcissism, leaving us to grapple with finding a healthy balance 

in our online personas. 

 

 

Coping and Dealing with Narcissists 

What can you do if you have a narcissist in your life? Whether it’s a family 

member, partner, friend, or boss, dealing with a narcissistic personality can be 

challenging and emotionally draining. Here are some strategies for coping and 

protecting yourself in these situations: 

• Educate Yourself and Adjust Expectations: Start by understanding that a 

narcissist sees the world differently. Realize that their self-centred behaviour 

stems from deep insecurity and is not your fault. By familiarizing yourself with 

narcissistic traits, you can predict and recognize manipulation attempts and 

not take their tactics as personally 

healthline.com 

 

healthline.com 

. Accept that this person likely will not show empathy or change readily, so 

you can set realistic expectations for the relationship 

mindwellnyc.com 

 

mindwellnyc.com 

. This mindset helps reduce the hurt from their inevitable slights – you learn 

not to go to the well expecting water, so to speak. 

• Don’t Internalize Blame: Narcissists are adept at making others feel 

responsible for everything (they may project their faults onto you or accuse 

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-11-excessive-photos-social-media-narcissism.html#:~:text=exhibitionism%2C%20beliefs%20relating%20to%20entitlement%2C,and%20exploiting%20others
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=1
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=This%20can%20also%20help%20you,prepared%20to%20navigate%20any%20challenges
https://mindwellnyc.com/survive-a-narcissist/#:~:text=,8%3A%20Get%20A%20Good%20Therapist
https://mindwellnyc.com/survive-a-narcissist/#:~:text=Underneath%20the%20veneer%20of%20grandiosity%2C,is%20extremely%20painful%20to%20process
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you when they are at fault). Remind yourself that you are not what the 

narcissist says you are. Maintain your own reality – if you feel confused by 

gaslighting, consider keeping notes or talking to a trusted friend to stay 

grounded in facts 

mindwellnyc.com 

 

mindwellnyc.com 

. Strengthen your self-esteem through positive self-talk and supportive 

relationships so that the narcissist’s disparaging comments don’t penetrate as 

deeply 

healthline.com 

. A confident you is better shielded against their undermining tactics. 

• Set Clear, Firm Boundaries: This is crucial. Decide what behaviours you will 

not tolerate (e.g. yelling, invasions of privacy, excessive demands) and 

communicate those boundaries clearly to the narcissist 

healthline.com 

. For example, you might say, “I will not continue this conversation if you insult 

me,” and be prepared to walk away when it happens. Be consistent in 

enforcing boundaries – narcissists will test limits, so you must follow through 

with consequences if they violate them 

healthline.com 

. Over time, consistent boundaries teach the narcissist that you cannot be 

exploited as easily. As one therapist advises, learn to recognize manipulation 

and call it out calmly, and don’t reward tantrums or guilt-trips with giving in 

therapynowsf.com 

. By asserting your needs firmly (without expecting them to fully understand or 

agree), you protect your self-respect and sanity. 

• Don’t Engage in the Power Struggle: Narcissists love to pull people into 

heated arguments or mind games – it fuels their sense of control. Whenever 

possible, avoid reactive fights. If they provoke you with criticism or 

outrageous claims, try not to take the bait by yelling or pleading. Instead, stay 

calm and detached 

healthline.com 

 

healthline.com 

. Use a neutral tone and avoid getting emotional, since emotional reactions 

are often used against you. In conflicts, picking your battles is key: sometimes 

https://mindwellnyc.com/survive-a-narcissist/#:~:text=As%20long%20as%20the%20narcissist,deep%20void%20of%20inner%20shame
https://mindwellnyc.com/survive-a-narcissist/#:~:text=Narcissists%20have%20fragile%20egos%20and,is%20real%20or%20simply%20perceived
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=2.%20Build%20your%20self
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=4,boundaries
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=You%20should%20also%20enforce%20these,you%20are%20being%20taken%20seriously
https://www.therapynowsf.com/blog/narcissism-in-the-workplace#:~:text=Let%27s%20get%20into%20some%20management,it%27s%20narcissistic%20tendencies%20or%20not
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=But%20a%20lot%20depends%20on,worker%2C%20sibling%2C%20or%20child
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=If%20you%20feel%20your%20boundaries,visibly%20flustered%2C%20or%20show%20annoyance
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it’s better to not confront every lie or slight, if it’s a minor issue, because 

confrontation can escalate things. Narcissists have difficulty empathizing with 

your hurt, so a direct confrontation may just trigger their defensiveness or 

rage without resolving much 

healthline.com 

. Save your energy for important issues and when you do address something, 

do it when you are composed. Techniques like the “gray rock method” 

(responding to a narcissist’s provocations in a bland, unemotional manner so 

as to deprive them of a reaction) can be effective in reducing conflict. The 

narcissist may become bored if you refuse to engage in their drama. 

• Use “Detached” Communication: When you need to assert yourself, stick 

to facts and “I” statements. For example, “When you interrupt me in 

meetings (fact), I feel undermined. I need you to let me finish speaking.” Keep 

it brief and calm. Narcissists often respond poorly to accusations or emotional 

appeals, but stating the impact of their behaviour and the boundary going 

forward is sometimes digestible. Even if they dismiss your perspective, you 

have stood up for yourself, which is empowering. Also, try not to reveal 

vulnerabilities that a narcissist might later exploit. It’s sad, but they might use 

a sensitive secret against you in an argument. So be mindful about what you 

share. 

• Cultivate a Support System: Don’t isolate yourself. Dealing with a narcissist 

can erode your confidence over time, so make sure you have other people 

who validate and support you 

healthline.com 

 

healthline.com 

. This could be friends, family, a therapist, or a support group (there are even 

support groups specifically for partners/children of narcissists). By having 

people who remind you of your worth and give you an outside reality check, 

you buffer the negative effects of the narcissistic relationship. For instance, if 

your narcissistic parent constantly criticizes you, talking to a friend who sees 

your strengths can help counteract that narrative. Additionally, a support 

network can help you strategize how to handle the narcissist and emotionally 

recover from run-ins. Self-care is part of this: engage in activities that rebuild 

your sense of well-being (exercise, hobbies, mindfulness, etc.). The more 

emotionally strong and cantered you are, the less the narcissist can throw you 

off balance. 

• Don’t Try to “Fix” Them Yourself: It’s natural to hope that with enough love 

or logic, the narcissist will change. But you cannot cure a person’s 

narcissism by argument or appeasement. Narcissistic personality traits are 

https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=If%20you%20feel%20your%20boundaries,visibly%20flustered%2C%20or%20show%20annoyance
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=2.%20Build%20your%20self
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=9,help
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deeply ingrained, often traceable to childhood. Only a qualified mental health 

professional has a chance of guiding a narcissist to change – and only if the 

narcissist genuinely wants to. Avoid falling into the trap of endlessly explaining 

to them why their behaviour is hurtful, expecting an epiphany. They may feign 

understanding or make empty promises (“I’ll do better” which are broken later) 

healthline.com 

. Instead of you playing therapist, suggest they seek professional help if 

appropriate 

healthline.com 

, but know that pushing this too hard can backfire (they might take it as an 

insult). Ultimately, their change has to come from them. Focus on what you 

can control – your responses and boundaries – rather than trying to change 

the narcissist’s core personality. 

• Plan for Your Safety and Well-being: In cases where the narcissist’s 

behaviour crosses into abuse (verbal, emotional, or physical), prioritize your 

safety. No matter the relationship (even a parent or spouse), chronic abuse 

is not something you must endure. If setting boundaries and 

communication hasn’t stopped the harm, you may need to distance yourself 

or end the relationship for your own health 

healthline.com 

. Watch for red flags such as: extreme controlling behaviour, regular insults 

and put-downs, gaslighting that severely confuses you, isolation from other 

support, or any form of physical intimidation or harm 

healthline.com 

 

healthline.com 

. These are signs the situation is toxic. Develop an exit plan if necessary – this 

might mean confiding in a friend, saving money if you live with the person, or 

consulting professional resources (therapist, domestic violence hotline, etc.). 

It can be emotionally complicated to leave a narcissist (they often try 

“hoovering” you back with apologies or grand gestures), but remember the 

cycle is likely to repeat. Know when to walk away for good. Your mental 

and physical health is precious; if you’ve tried everything and the narcissist’s 

behaviour remains abusive, the healthiest choice may be to limit contact or 

cut ties. In less extreme cases (like a narcissistic coworker), it might involve 

transferring departments or minimizing interactions. 

In dealing with narcissists, the overarching theme is firm boundaries + self-care. 

You cannot fundamentally change them, but you can protect your own sanity and 

self-worth. By not feeding their ego, not getting drawn into their chaos, and seeking 

https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=7,not%20promises
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=8,person%20may%20need%20professional%20help
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=10,to%20move%20on
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=It%E2%80%99s%20generally%20best%20to%20leave,a%20relationship%20if
https://www.healthline.com/health/how-to-deal-with-a-narcissist#:~:text=,trivializing%20your%20opinions%20and%20needs
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support for yourself, you reduce the power their narcissism has over you. It’s often 

helpful to consult with a therapist who understands narcissistic dynamics – they can 

coach you on specific strategies and validate your experience. Remember that you 

deserve to be treated with respect, and it’s okay to distance yourself from anyone 

who chronically denies you that respect, even if they are family. Coping with a 

narcissist is tough, but with knowledge and boundaries, you can reclaim a sense of 

control and emotional balance in your life. 

Debunking Myths about Narcissism 

There are many misconceptions surrounding narcissism. Let’s dispel a few 

common myths with the facts: 

• Myth: “Narcissists are extremely confident and love themselves.” 

Fact: What looks like arrogance and self-love is often a fragile façade. Many 

narcissists actually struggle with deep insecurity and unstable self-esteem. 

Their grandiose behaviour (bragging, showing off) is an overcompensation to 

impress others and stabilize their own shakey self-worth 

psychologytoday.com 

. In reality, they are hyper-sensitive to criticism and easily feel shame if 

their flaws are exposed 

psychologytoday.com 

. So while a narcissist might appear supremely confident, inside their ego is 

brittle – their confidence depends on constant external validation. It’s not 

genuine self-love; it’s defensive posturing to avoid feeling inadequate. 

• Myth: “Narcissists are evil people who intend to hurt others.” 

Fact: Narcissists are often oblivious to the harm they cause; their primary 

intent is usually to meet their own needs, not to sadistically hurt others 

psychologytoday.com 

. They lack empathy and are self-absorbed, so they don’t fully register the 

pain they inflict. The hurtful behaviours (insults, neglect, exploitation) are 

typically a byproduct of their attempt to feed their ego or protect themselves, 

rather than a goal in itself 

psychologytoday.com 

. This doesn’t excuse the behaviour – it still causes damage – but it means 

narcissists aren’t cackling villains plotting others’ suffering. Often, they are so 

wrapped up in themselves that they are simply blind to others’ feelings. 

Additionally, not all narcissists are overtly abusive; narcissism exists on a 

spectrum. Those with milder narcissistic traits may be self-centred but still 

capable of some care or loyalty in relationships. They might love others in a 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=The%20reality%20is%20that%20what,shame%20%20and%20%2077
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=The%20reality%20is%20that%20what,shame%20%20and%20%2077
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=Myth%202%3A%20All%20narcissists%20intend,hurt%20those%20close%20to%20them
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=Myth%202%3A%20All%20narcissists%20intend,hurt%20those%20close%20to%20them
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shallow way. In contrast, those at the extreme end (or with malignant traits) 

can indeed be very destructive. The key is that narcissism doesn’t 

uniformly equate to sadism – many narcissists hurt people through neglect 

or self-prioritization rather than deliberate cruelty. 

• Myth: “Narcissists cannot feel love or form relationships.” 

Fact: It’s more accurate to say narcissists have an impaired ability to love in a 

healthy, reciprocal way. They can feel attraction, need others, and even 

experience a form of love, but it’s often entwined with their own self-image. In 

moderate doses, narcissistic traits may not preclude someone from caring 

about family or a partner. As expert Peter Klein explains, narcissism is on a 

continuum – “healthy amounts can allow people to connect with others 

without feeling inferior.” It’s only more extreme narcissism or NPD that 

makes genuine mutual love very difficult 

happiful.com 

. Those with full-blown NPD often struggle with intimacy because they can’t 

truly empathize or put someone else’s needs on par with their own. But a 

person with some narcissistic traits might still love their children, for instance – 

just perhaps with a tendency to see the child as an extension of themselves. 

So, not all narcissists are incapable of love; it’s that their style of relating tends 

to be egocentric and conditional. They can improve their ability to connect 

with effort and therapy. 

• Myth: “You shouldn’t diagnose people as narcissists – it’s overused.” 

Fact: It’s true that “narcissist” has become a buzzword and sometimes gets 

misapplied (not everyone who is selfish or vain has NPD). But narcissism is a 

real, defined set of traits and a clinical disorder when severe. Identifying 

narcissistic behaviour can be important for setting boundaries or seeking help. 

The misconception is perhaps that any narcissism equals NPD. In reality, 

narcissistic personality disorder has specific criteria (as discussed) and is 

more clear-cut than everyday narcissism 

happiful.com 

. Many people have some narcissistic qualities without meeting the threshold 

for NPD. So while one should be cautious and not label someone a narcissist 

lightly, recognizing true patterns of narcissism is valid. The term, when used 

properly, helps name a consistent pattern of behaviour. The key is to use it 

with understanding – narcissism is a psychological issue, not just an insult. 

• Myth: “Narcissists can never change, and therapy doesn’t work on 

them.” 

Fact: It’s a challenge, but not impossible. Narcissistic Personality Disorder 

has long been seen as tough to treat, and indeed progress tends to be slow. 

However, if a narcissist is truly motivated (often due to life crises or loss), 

therapy can make a difference 

https://happiful.com/4-myths-about-narcissism-and-npd-that-need-to-be-debunked#:~:text=,incapable%20of%20love
https://happiful.com/4-myths-about-narcissism-and-npd-that-need-to-be-debunked#:~:text=,disorder%20are%20the%20same%20thing
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happiful.com 

. Certain therapeutic approaches (like psychodynamic therapy or schema 

therapy) specifically target the narcissist’s underlying vulnerabilities and can 

gradually build empathy and healthier self-esteem. There are documented 

cases of people with NPD who improved their relationships and reduced 

harmful behaviours through years of therapy – they may not turn into 

empaths, but they learned to manage their narcissistic impulses. The myth 

that “therapy does not work at all” likely stems from the fact that many 

narcissists refuse therapy or quit early, which is true. But those who stick 

with it and have a skilled therapist have seen benefits. So, narcissists can 

change – it’s just difficult, and the person has to acknowledge the need to 

change (which is the tallest hurdle). It’s worth noting that severe malignant 

narcissism has a poorer prognosis, often overlapping with antisocial traits. But 

blanket pessimism isn’t wholly accurate. Encouragingly, experts draw 

parallels to Borderline Personality Disorder – once thought untreatable, now 

quite treatable – hoping that with better methods, NPD treatment outcomes 

might improve 

uchicagomedicine.org 

. 

• Myth: “All narcissists are monstrous, abusive people.” 

Fact: Narcissists are human beings, not monsters, and they vary greatly. 

While they do tend to hurt others with their lack of empathy, they are not 

inherently evil 

psychologytoday.com 

. Many narcissistic behaviours are defensive (to ward off their own feelings of 

shame or insecurity) rather than calculated malice. Narcissists can even do 

good deeds – interestingly, some narcissists derive their status from 

philanthropy or leadership in positive causes (albeit often wanting their name 

on the building) 

psychologytoday.com 

. In everyday life, you might know a narcissistic coworker who is obnoxious 

and self-centred but would never intentionally harm anyone or break the law. 

Conversely, you might know someone who is truly dangerous and has 

narcissistic and psychopathic traits. The spectrum is huge. It’s unfair to 

assume every narcissist is a lost cause or a “bad person” through and 

through. They have feelings, and some feel deep (if unacknowledged) shame 

and emptiness. Understanding this can foster a bit of compassion – which 

doesn’t mean tolerating their bad behaviour, but recognizing their humanity. 

Dehumanizing narcissists as “all bad” is a myth that oversimplifies. In reality, 

narcissists can contribute to society in various ways (many high-achievers 

have narcissistic traits). They just have a problematic interpersonal style that 

https://happiful.com/4-myths-about-narcissism-and-npd-that-need-to-be-debunked#:~:text=,work%20on%20narcissists
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=While%20not%20many%20biology,based%20NPD%20studies%2C%20Lee%20said
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=Myth%206%3A%20All%20narcissists%20are,evil
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-narcissism/202102/7-major-myths-about-narcissistic-personality-disorder#:~:text=Myth%206%3A%20All%20narcissists%20are,evil
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needs boundaries. Seeing them as complex people – capable of charm, 

talent, and also harm – is closer to the truth 

psychologytoday.com 

 

psychologytoday.com 

. 

By busting these myths, we gain a more nuanced understanding: Narcissism is not 

simply “confidence” or “evil” or “untreatable.” It’s a complicated psychological pattern. 

Narcissists are neither heroic supermen nor cartoon villains, but flawed individuals 

shaped by a mix of innate and environmental factors. Keeping these facts in mind 

helps in responding to real narcissistic behaviour more effectively (with clear 

boundaries and realistic expectations, rather than falling for the persona or 

excessively demonizing the person). 
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Current Research and Psychological Perspectives 

Our understanding of narcissism continues to evolve through modern research in 

psychology and neuroscience. Recent studies are providing fresh insights and 

challenging old views: 

• Neuroscientific Insights: Researchers are now peering into the brain to 

understand narcissism. For example, a 2024 study used advanced MRI 

analysis and machine learning to map brain networks associated with 

narcissistic traits. It identified specific patterns in both gray matter and white 

matter that could predict a person’s level of narcissism 

psypost.org 

. This kind of work suggests there may be identifiable “neural signatures” of 

narcissistic personality, which could one day aid in objective assessment or 

treatment matching. Additionally, social neuroscience research indicates that 

narcissistic traits relate to how the brain processes social information – for 

instance, narcissists might show differences in brain activity when 

experiencing admiration or rejection. Another study found that individuals with 

high grandiose narcissism had less activation in brain regions linked to 

empathy when viewing others’ pain, aligning with their low empathy levels 

(though findings are still preliminary). The use of brain imaging is still in early 

stages, but it’s lending biological credence to narcissism as a real, 

measurable phenomenon in the brain, not just a label. 

• Biological Markers: As mentioned earlier, biological psychiatry is examining 

things like hormones and oxidative stress in narcissism. One intriguing finding 

is the link between impaired shame processing and biology. Researchers 

at University of Chicago found that people with NPD had elevated oxidative 

stress markers and that these were correlated with difficulty recognizing or 

expressing shame 

uchicagomedicine.org 

. This dovetails with psychological theories that narcissists have a profound 

shame aversion – biologically, their bodies might react intensely (in a stress 

sense) to shame. Royce Lee, the study author, notes that narcissists appear 

“hypersensitive” internally even if they look unruffled externally 

uchicagomedicine.org 

 

uchicagomedicine.org 

https://www.psypost.org/new-study-maps-brain-networks-behind-narcissism-using-advanced-machine-learning/#:~:text=A%20recent%20study%20provides%20insight,the%20European%20Journal%20of%20Neuroscience
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20found%20that%20the%20levels,the%20next%20question%2C%E2%80%9D%20Lee%20said
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=Additionally%2C%20the%20study%20found%20that,people%20act%20on%20their%20emotions
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=recognition%20or%20expression%20of%20shame,the%20next%20question%2C%E2%80%9D%20Lee%20said
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. Such work is sparking new questions: Could biological interventions (like 

anti-oxidant treatments or neurofeedback) ever complement therapy for NPD? 

It’s too early to say, but these interdisciplinary studies are opening new 

avenues. 

• Duality of Narcissism – Grandiose vs. Vulnerable: Contemporary 

psychologists are increasingly viewing narcissism as having two faces (as we 

outlined: overt and covert). Ongoing research examines how these subtypes 

differ in outcomes. For instance, studies show grandiose narcissists may 

have high extraversion and lower anxiety, sometimes even benefiting from 

their traits in leadership selection, but often suffer long-term relationship 

fallout. Vulnerable narcissists, on the other hand, have more neuroticism 

and risk for depression and may be less noticed socially (their narcissism 

festers more privately) 

en.wikipedia.org 

 

en.wikipedia.org 

. Understanding these nuances is important – it can influence how therapists 

approach the person (a brash CEO-type narcissist vs. a quiet, brooding 

narcissist require different therapeutic rapport). Recent work also explores 

how each subtype relates to other traits like emotional intelligence or 

aggression. For example, one study found grandiose narcissism correlated 

with certain emotional intelligence skills (like social boldness) while vulnerable 

narcissism did not, instead correlating with emotional instability 

en.wikipedia.org 

 

en.wikipedia.org 

. Such findings help refine the profile of narcissistic subtypes. 

• Relationship to Other Disorders: Modern clinical research is looking at 

overlaps between narcissism and other personality disorders. Narcissistic 

Personality Disorder often co-occurs or is compared with Borderline 

Personality Disorder (BPD). Both involve fragile self-image and 

hypersensitivity, but manifest differently (BPD with fear of abandonment, NPD 

with grandiosity). Some theorists propose a spectrum or shared elements 

between the two. The mention in the UChicago study of oxidative stress being 

similar in NPD and BPD 

uchicagomedicine.org 

hints that these disorders might have common stress-diathesis mechanisms 

despite outward differences. Also, malignant narcissism has been 

conceptualized as a bridge between NPD and Antisocial Personality Disorder 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Two%20primary%20expressions%20of%20narcissism,42
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Narcissistic%20vulnerability%20is%20thought%20to,regulatory%20style%3A%5B%2041
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Two%20primary%20expressions%20of%20narcissism,42
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissism#:~:text=Narcissistic%20vulnerability%20is%20thought%20to,regulatory%20style%3A%5B%2041
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=Oxidative%20Stress%2C%E2%80%9D%20published%20in%20March,BPD
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(ASPD). Ongoing debates in psychiatry ask: should we consider a “dark 

tetrad” including narcissism, ASPD, Machiavellianism, sadism as overlapping 

constructs? These discussions could eventually refine diagnostic categories in 

the DSM or ICD. 

• Cultural and Evolutionary Perspectives: Psychologists are applying 

broader lenses to narcissism too. Culturally, cross-cultural studies examine 

how narcissism expresses in different societies – e.g., does narcissism look 

the same in collectivist Eastern cultures as in Western ones? Initial findings 

suggest it may be less prevalent or takes different forms in cultures that 

emphasize community (because blatant self-promotion is frowned upon). 

Evolutionary psychologists have speculated that narcissism might have had 

some adaptive value (in moderation) – for example, a degree of 

overconfidence can help individuals attain mates or status, which might be 

why these genes persist. Of course, when those traits overshoot, they 

become maladaptive (leading to social conflict). 

• Therapeutic Innovations: On the treatment front, there’s work on specialized 

therapies for NPD. For instance, Schema Therapy aims to break narcissists 

out of dysfunctional schemas like “I must be perfect” or “Others are there to 

serve me” by healing early wounds and teaching new patterns. 

Transference-Focused Psychotherapy (TFP), originally for BPD, has been 

adapted to NPD to help patients integrate their split self-images (all-good vs 

all-bad selves). Early studies show some promise in improving regulation of 

aggression and empathy in narcissistic patients over time 

analyzepsych.com 

 

analyzepsych.com 

. Moreover, therapists are paying more attention to their own feelings 

(countertransference) when treating narcissists, as managing the therapist-

client relationship is crucial (narcissistic clients can provoke strong reactions 

like frustration or admiration in therapists). There’s also growing literature on 

group therapy for narcissists (though getting narcissists to tolerate group 

feedback is tricky). All of this reflects a trend: whereas in the past many 

therapists deemed NPD untreatable and avoided those clients, now there is a 

“renewed interest in rehabilitating NPD” in the clinical community 

uchicagomedicine.org 

. 

• Positive Psychology and Narcissism: Another interesting angle – some 

research differentiates healthy self-esteem from narcissism. They examine 

what’s called “healthy narcissism” (which is somewhat controversial as a 

term). The idea is to identify which aspects of self-regard are constructive 

https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=
https://analyzepsych.com/treatments/narcissistic-personality-disorder-signs-dsm-5-criteria-and-treatment/#:~:text=%23%20Fragile%20Self,for%20Validation
https://www.uchicagomedicine.org/forefront/research-and-discoveries-articles/2020/april/study-shows-narcissistic-personality-disorder-may-have-a-biological-component#:~:text=more%20brain,said


 28 

(confidence, resilience) versus destructive (entitlement, exploitativeness). This 

helps in developing interventions for youth: how do we promote robust self-

esteem in children without tipping into narcissism? Programs that encourage 

gratitude, empathy, and cooperative activities are being looked at as buffers 

against cultural narcissism. There’s also investigation into the role of 

parenting styles: for example, teaching parents to neither over-praise nor 

over-criticize and to model empathy could prevent narcissistic tendencies 

from solidifying in their kids 

mayoclinic.org 

mayoclinic.org 

In summary, current research paints an ever more detailed picture of 

narcissism. We’re seeing that narcissism is not just a social label but has 

measurable correlates in brain and biology, confirming it as a legitimate 

psychological phenomenon. The two-faced nature (grandiose/vulnerable) is a focus, 

as is how narcissism interplays with our social-media-saturated society. Importantly, 

there’s a hopeful note in some of this research: by better understanding the 

underpinnings of narcissism, psychologists and neuroscientists aim to find more 

effective ways to identify and treat it. As one paper noted, conditions like BPD have 

gone from “untreatable” to treatable in recent decades, and the same may become 

true for NPD with continued research and clinical innovation 

uchicagomedicine.org 

. At the very least, today’s perspectives are more nuanced – narcissism is seen not 

simply as “bad behaviour” but as a complex adaptation that can be approached from 

multiple angles (psychological, biological, social). This holistic understanding 

ultimately benefits both those who struggle with narcissistic tendencies and those 

who must interact with them, by fostering more informed and compassionate 

strategies for change. 
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