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Abstract

Narcissism and self-esteem are both charac-
terized by positive forms of self-regard, and
common sense would suggest that these two
constructs should be strongly and positively
related. However, research has demonstrated
that the associations between narcissism and
self-esteem are quite complex and that there
are critical differences between the two con-
structs that contribute to this complexity. This
chapter aims to highlight some of these intri-
cate relationships and important conceptual
differences with a focus on three specific
areas. First, we outline key differences in the
content of the positive self-views that are
associated with each construct. For example,
narcissistic self-views are, by definition, exag-
gerated and overblown, whereas the self-
views of individuals with high self-esteem
may or may not be accurate. Second, we dis-
cuss how various conceptualizations of narcis-
sism (e.g., the narcissistic admiration and
rivalry concept [NARC] model) and self-
esteem (e.g., fragile versus secure forms of
high self-esteem) inform our understanding of
their association with each other. Lastly, we
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review proposed evolutionary origins of both
constructs (e.g., sociometer and hierometer
theories) that may shed light on the potential
functions of narcissism and self-esteem in the
social lives of humans.
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Narcissism is characterized by exaggerated feel-
ings of grandiosity, vanity, self-absorption, and
entitlement (e.g., Emmons, 1984; Morf &
Rhodewalt, 2001; Raskin & Terry, 1988).!
Narcissistic individuals believe they are superior
to others, feel that they are entitled to privileges
and special treatment, and crave the respect and
admiration of others. However, these grandiose
self-views may be quite fragile, with narcissistic
individuals being highly reactive to potential
threats to their self-esteem (e.g., Akhtar &
Thomson, 1982; Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001;

Tn this chapter we focus on the agentic, grandiose, non-
pathological form of narcissism as assessed in the general
population as opposed to communal (Gebauer, Sedikides,
Verplanken, & Maio, 2012) or pathological forms of gran-
diose and vulnerable narcissism (Pincus et al., 2009).
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Rhodewalt & Morf, 1995). Self-esteem can be
defined as a global, affective evaluation of the
self that can range from very positive (i.e., high
self-esteem) to very negative (i.e., low self-
esteem; Rosenberg, 1965). Intuitively, it would
seem that narcissism and self-esteem should be
strongly and positively related, as both constructs
involve positive self-regard. Indeed, as high-
lighted by Brummelman and colleagues, psy-
chologists have frequently described narcissism
using terms such as “unrealistically high self-
esteem,” “inflated self-esteem,” and “defensive
high self-esteem” (Brummelman, Giirel,
Thomaes, &  Sedikides, this  volume;
Brummelman, Thomaes, & Sekikides, 2016).
However, research has revealed that the associa-
tions between narcissism and self-esteem are
quite complex, and there are critical differences
between these two constructs (e.g., Bosson &
Weaver, 2011; Brummelman et al.,, 2016;
Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002). The pur-
pose of the present chapter is to highlight the
complex connections between narcissism and
self-esteem. We chose to focus this review on
three specific areas. First, we discuss proposed
differences in the content of the positive self-
views associated with both constructs. Next, we
review how different conceptualizations of nar-
cissism and self-esteem may inform our under-
standing of their relationship with each other.
Lastly, we consider proposed evolutionary ori-
gins of both constructs and how those origins
may further our understanding of the potential
functions of narcissism and self-esteem in the
social lives of humans.

Connections Between Narcissism
and Self-Esteem: Content
of Self-Views

Both narcissistic individuals and those with high
self-esteem hold relatively positive views of
themselves (e.g., Brown & Zeigler-Hill, 2004;
Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 1991). However, it is
important to note that despite the conceptual sim-
ilarities between narcissism and self-esteem, the
correlation between these constructs is often rela-

tively weak and somewhat inconsistent across
studies (i.e., it is often less than 0.30; Brown &
Zeigler-Hill, 2004). This weak association
between narcissism and self-esteem may be due,
at least in part, to the fact that individuals with
high levels of self-esteem vary considerably in
their levels of narcissism, whereas individuals
with low self-esteem rarely report particularly
high levels of narcissism (Baumeister, Campbell,
Krueger, & Vohs, 2003).

There are also important differences in the
positive self-views that are adopted by narcissis-
tic individuals and those held by individuals with
high self-esteem. First, self-esteem is purely
evaluative such that an individual’s level of self-
esteem simply reflects how that person views
oneself. In contrast, narcissism appears to pos-
sess motivational properties in addition to its
evaluative elements such that narcissistic indi-
viduals not only hold extremely positive self-
views, but they also want to think highly of
themselves (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). The
intense desire that narcissistic individuals have to
feel good about themselves has led Baumeister
and Vohs (2001) to suggest that they may actually
be “addicted” to self-esteem. Second, the very
definition of narcissism involves exaggerated
self-views, whereas the self-views of individuals
with high self-esteem may or may not be accu-
rate. For example, narcissistic individuals often
view themselves more positively than they are
viewed by others (e.g., they rate themselves as
being more intelligent and attractive than others
see them as being; Gabriel, Critelli, & Ee, 1994).
However, narcissistic individuals do not inflate
their self-views in every area. Rather, they tend to
exaggerate their agentic qualities (e.g., intelli-
gence) but not their communal traits (e.g., agree-
ableness; Campbell, Bosson, Goheen, Lakey, &
Kernis, 2007; Campbell et al., 2002; Konrath,
Bushman, & Grove, 2009). Third, Brummelman
et al. (2016) recently proposed an important dif-
ference between the self-views of narcissistic
individuals and those of individuals with high
self-esteem. Brummelman et al. suggest that nar-
cissistic individuals believe they are superior to
others, whereas individuals with high self-esteem
are simply satisfied with themselves and do not



26 How Do Narcissists Really Feel About Themselves? The Complex Connections Between Narcissism...

245

necessarily feel that they are better than others
(see Brummelman et al., this volume for an
extended discussion).

Conceptualizations of Self-Esteem
and Narcissism

Associations between self-esteem and narcissism
are quite complex, which is due, in part, to vari-
ous conceptualizations and expressions of both
constructs. Importantly, researchers have demon-
strated the value of considering aspects of self-
esteem beyond its level (i.e., whether self-esteem
level is high or low) and have highlighted distinc-
tions between secure and fragile forms of self-
esteem (see Kernis, 2003, 2005, for reviews). Of
particular importance to the present chapter are
distinctions between implicit and explicit forms
of self-esteem, as well as stable and unstable
forms of self-esteem. Researchers have also
advanced multidimensional conceptualizations
of narcissism (e.g., Ackerman et al., 2011; Back
et al., 2013; Emmons, 1984, 1987; Raskin &
Terry, 1988). Most recently, Back et al. (2013)
proposed the narcissistic admiration and rivalry
concept (NARC; Back et al., 2013) which distin-
guishes between assertive (i.e., narcissistic admi-
ration) and antagonistic (i.e., narcissistic rivalry)
aspects of narcissism, which are involved in the
maintenance of grandiose self-views through dif-
ferent strategies. We now turn to discussion of
how these various conceptualizations of self-
esteem and narcissism inform our understanding
of the complex associations between the two
constructs.

Implicit Self-Esteem
and the Psychodynamic Mask Model
of Narcissism

A frequent question that arises when considering
the connection between narcissism and self-
esteem is whether narcissistic individuals actually
feel as good about themselves as it appears on the
surface. That is, are the grandiose self-views of
narcissistic individuals expressions of authentic

self-love or are these exceptionally positive self-
views merely a facade that is used to hide deep-
seated feelings of inferiority? The idea that the
grandiose self-views expressed by narcissistic
individuals are not entirely genuine has its origins
in psychodynamic formulations of narcissism
(e.g., Kernberg, 1975; Kohut, 1966) and has
sometimes been referred to as the psychodynamic
mask model of narcissism (e.g., Bosson et al.,
2008; Southard, Noser, & Zeigler-Hill, 2014,
Zeigler-Hill & Jordan, 2011 for reviews).
Elements of this perspective can still be found in
various contemporary views of narcissism such as
the dynamic self-regulatory model of narcissism
(Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001) as well as the diagnos-
tic criteria for narcissistic personality disorder
which specifies that the self-esteem of narcissistic
individuals is “almost invariably very fragile”
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 670).

The idea that narcissistic individuals harbor
low self-esteem has been of considerable interest
to researchers, but it has been exceptionally dif-
ficult to find a means for getting behind the gran-
diose facade that narcissistic individuals present
to the world — if that is indeed what narcissistic
individuals are actually doing. One potentially
promising approach was the development of non-
reactive tasks intended to capture implicit self-
esteem (i.e., nonconscious feelings of self-worth;
see Zeigler-Hill & Jordan, 2010, for a review), as
opposed to explicit self-esteem (i.e., deliberative,
conscious self-views; e.g., Zeigler-Hill & Jordan,
2011). Explicit self-esteem is typically assessed
by simply asking individuals to rate their level of
agreement with statements such as “I feel that
I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane
with others” (Rosenberg, 1965). In contrast, mea-
sures of implicit self-esteem attempt to unobtru-
sively assess unconscious feelings of self-worth
via automatic responses and measures that are
less susceptible to socially desirable response
biases. Although multiple measures have been
developed to assess implicit self-esteem (see
Bosson, Swann, & Pennebaker, 2000 or Fazio &
Olson, 2003, for reviews), one of the most widely
used measures is the implicit association test
(IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998).
The IAT assesses participants’ reaction time in
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distinguishing between pleasant (e.g., love,
happy) and unpleasant (e.g., filth, hatred) words,
as well as self (e.g., I, me) and not-self (i.e., you,
them) words that are presented on a computer
screen by pressing separate keys on a keyboard.
During the critical trials of the procedure, respon-
dents make both discriminations (pleasant vs.
unpleasant, self vs. not-self) on alternate trials
using only one pair of keys. In one phase, self and
unpleasant words share a response key and not-
self and pleasant words share the other response
key. This phase should be relatively difficult for
individuals with high implicit self-esteem
because the self is being linked with unpleasant
stimuli which should result in slower responses.
In the other phase, self and pleasant words share
aresponse key and not-self and unpleasant words
share the other response key. This phase should
be comparatively easier for individuals with high
implicit self-esteem leading to faster responses.
Scores are calculated by subtracting average
response times during the phase when self and
pleasant words share a key from the average
response times during the phase when self and
unpleasant words share a key.

If the grandiose self-views of narcissistic indi-
viduals are really masking implicit feelings of
low self-worth, then those scoring high on mea-
sures of narcissism should be expected to self-
report higher levels of explicit self-esteem and
score lower on measures of implicit self-esteem.
Initial studies involving implicit measures of
self-esteem such as the IAT supported the idea
that narcissistic individuals have hidden feelings
of low self-worth by showing that they reported
high levels of self-esteem as assessed via tradi-
tional self-report strategies, but possessed low
levels of implicit self-esteem using these recently
developed nonreactive measures (Jordan,
Spencer, Zanna, Hoshino-Browne, & Correll,
2003; Zeigler-Hill, 2006). For example, using the
IAT, Jordan et al. (2003) found that individuals
with the combination of high explicit self-esteem
and low implicit self-esteem reported the highest
levels of narcissism (i.e., scores on the Narcissistic
Personality Inventory; Raskin & Hall, 1979,
1981), and a similar pattern was found by Zeigler-
Hill (2006) using the IAT and another measure of

implicit self-esteem. However, despite the prom-
ise of these early studies, subsequent research has
failed to consistently replicate this basic pattern
(Bosson et al., 2008; Campbell et al., 2007;
Gregg & Sedikides, 2010; see Zeigler-Hill &
Jordan, 2011, for an extended discussion of this
issue).

One reason for the inconsistent results regard-
ing the associations between narcissism and
implicit and explicit self-esteem may be the fact
that measures of implicit self-esteem possess
weak psychometric properties (see Bosson et al.,
2000 or Zeigler-Hill & Jordan, 2010 for extended
discussions). As a result, Myers and Zeigler-Hill
(2012) attempted to clarify the extent to which
narcissistic individuals actually like themselves
by moving away from reliance on indicators of
implicit self-esteem and instead employed a
bogus pipeline technique. The bogus pipeline
procedure is a laboratory technique that promotes
honesty by convincing participants that the
researchers will know if they attempt to lie
through the use of physiological equipment (i.e.,
a lie detector). During Phase 1 of their study,
Myers and Zeigler-Hill collected participants’
self-reported levels of narcissism (i.e., NPI
scores) and self-esteem (i.e., the State Self-
esteem Scale; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) online
and then in Phase 2 randomly assigned partici-
pants to either a bogus pipeline condition or a
control condition. In the bogus pipeline condi-
tion, participants were connected to physiologi-
cal equipment (i.e., galvanic skin response,
automatic blood pressure monitor, and a Grass
Model 78D polygraph) while seated in a recliner
and told that the experimenter would know if
they were lying. Then, participants read each
item of the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
(Rosenberg, 1965) aloud and verbally provided
their responses. The control condition was identi-
cal to the bogus pipeline condition except that
participants were told they were only connected
to the physiological equipment so the
experimenter could gain practice with the equip-
ment, and the experimenter clearly turned off all
the physiological equipment before participants
verbally completed the Rosenberg Self-esteem
Scale. The results of this study were consistent
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with the idea that narcissistic individuals do not
actually feel as good about themselves as it
appears on the surface because narcissistic indi-
viduals reported lower levels of self-esteem in the
bogus pipeline condition than in the control con-
dition. Although those results were initially quite
promising, Brunell and Fisher (2014) used a sim-
ilar bogus pipeline approach and failed to repli-
cate this basic pattern. Taken together, the
inconsistent results across these studies involving
measures of implicit self-esteem and the bogus
pipeline procedure have left researchers without
a clear understanding of how narcissistic indi-
viduals truly feel about themselves (e.g.,
Kuchynka & Bosson, 2018; Jordan & Zeigler-
Hill, 2013).

Self-Esteem Instability and Reactivity
to Daily Events

Another approach to understanding the complex
associations between narcissism and self-esteem
has been to consider self-esteem instability (i.e.,
the extent to which moment-to-moment feelings
of self-worth tend to fluctuate over time; Kernis,
2003). It would certainly appear that self-esteem
instability should have considerable overlap with
narcissism. For example, both narcissism and
self-esteem instability are associated with similar
strategies for self-enhancement and self-
protection (see Jordan & Zeigler-Hill, 2013, for a
review). Despite these apparent similarities, the
connection between narcissism and self-esteem
instability has been inconsistent such that these
constructs have been found to be positively asso-
ciated in some studies (e.g., Rhodewalt, Madrian,
& Cheney, 1998) but not in others (e.g., Bosson
et al., 2008; Webster, Kirkpatrick, Nezlek, Smith,
& Paddock, 2007; Zeigler-Hill, 2006; Zeigler-
Hill, Chadha, & Osterman, 2008).

One possible explanation for the inconsistent
associations between narcissism and self-esteem
instability is that the self-esteem of narcissistic
individuals is not generally unstable. Rather, the
self-esteem of narcissistic individuals may only
be reactive to specific types of events. Consistent
with this possibility, narcissistic individuals tend

to be especially reactive to failures in their daily
lives (e.g., doing poorly on a work task; Zeigler-
Hill & Besser, 2013; Zeigler-Hill, Myers, &
Clark, 2010). For example, Zeigler-Hill et al.
(2010) used a daily diary procedure to examine
associations between narcissism, fluctuations in
self-esteem, and daily social and achievement
events. Their results indicated that the self-esteem
of narcissistic individuals was especially reactive
to negative achievement events (e.g., failing to
meet a daily goal), but not positive achievement
events (e.g., being complimented on one’s abili-
ties). It is possible that the heightened reactivity
of narcissistic individuals to  negative
achievement-based events may be due to these
experiences being especially likely to undermine
the inflated self-views these individuals hold
regarding their agentic characteristics (e.g., intel-
ligence, competence), whereas  positive
achievement-based events simply confirm their
grandiose self-views and expectations of
success.

Conceptualization of Narcissism
and Self-Esteem Instability

Many of the studies that have examined the con-
nection between narcissism and self-esteem
instability have been guided by a unidimensional
view of narcissism that has been criticized for
various reasons during recent years (e.g., psycho-
metric concerns about the instruments used to
assess narcissism; Brown, Budzek, & Tamborski,
2009). One attempt to address these concerns
was the development of the narcissistic admira-
tion and rivalry concept (NARC; Back et al.,
2013), which is a two-dimensional model of
narcissism that distinguishes between narcissis-
tic admiration (i.e., an agentic strategy charac-
terized by assertive self-enhancement and
self-promotion) and narcissistic rivalry (i.e., an
antagonistic ~ strategy  characterized by
self-protection and self-defense). Although
research concerning the NARC model is still in its
earliest stages, these distinct agentic and antago-
nistic forms of narcissism may provide some
insight concerning the inconsistent associations
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between narcissism and self-esteem instability
that emerged in previous studies.

Geukes et al. (2017) examined whether nar-
cissistic admiration and narcissistic rivalry dif-
fered in their associations with self-esteem level
and self-esteem instability across three studies.
They reasoned that narcissistic admiration should
be associated with higher and relatively stable
self-esteem because admiration is characterized
by a self-enhancing strategy involving self-
praise, assertive actions, and social potency,
whereas narcissistic rivalry should be associated
with lower and more unstable self-esteem
because rivalry is characterized by self-protective,
defensive strategies that are likely to lead to
social conflict. The results of Geukes et al.
revealed that narcissistic admiration was consis-
tently associated with higher levels of self-
esteem, but its connections with self-esteem
instability were inconsistent across three studies
(i.e., a negative association emerged in one study,
but there was no association in the other two
studies). In contrast, narcissistic rivalry had a
consistent positive association with self-esteem
instability (i.e., unstable self-esteem), but its con-
nection with self-esteem level was inconsistent
across three studies (i.e., a negative association
emerged in two studies, but there was no associa-
tion in the other study).

Zeigler-Hill et al. (in press) found results that
were conceptually similar to those of Geukes
et al. (2017) such that narcissistic admiration was
positively associated with self-esteem level,
whereas narcissistic rivalry was positively asso-
ciated with self-esteem instability. In addition,
Zeigler-Hill et al. (in press) found that the daily
self-esteem levels of individuals with high lev-
els of narcissistic admiration were particularly
reactive to changes in their perceived levels of
daily status (i.e., being respected and viewed as
important). This finding suggests the intriguing
possibility that the feelings of self-worth that are
connected with the agentic form of narcissism
may be intimately linked with status (i.e., the
belief that one is respected and admired by oth-
ers). Taken together, the results of Geukes et al.
(2017) and Zeigler-Hill et al. (in press) suggest
that accounting for the multiple facets of narcis-

sism — such as distinguishing between its agentic
and antagonistic forms — may be important for
gaining a more nuanced understanding of the
connections that narcissism has with different
aspects of self-esteem.

Potential Evolutionary Origins
of Narcissism and Self-Esteem

In order to better understand the complex asso-
ciations between narcissism and self-esteem, it
may be helpful to consider why these two con-
structs might exist in the first place. Studies have
shown that both narcissism and self-esteem are
moderately heritable (e.g., Neiss, Sedikides, &
Stevenson, 2002; Vernon, Villani, Vickers, &
Harris, 2008) which suggests there may be some
adaptive benefits associated with both constructs.
One potential benefit associated with narcissism
is that it promotes an alternative reproductive
strategy that is focused on short-term mating
opportunities (e.g., Holtzman, this volume;
Holtzman & Strube, 2011). When more than
one mating strategy exists in a population, the
frequency with which each strategy is adopted
has implications for its level of success (i.e.,
frequency-dependent selection) such that the
strategy that is adopted less often will sometimes
yield relatively large benefits (e.g., Buss, 2009).
Since long-term pair-bonding is the primary
mating strategy for humans, narcissistic individ-
uals may experience heightened reproductive
success by employing alternative short-term
mating strategies. Consistent with this idea, nar-
cissistic individuals report a preference for short-
term mating strategies (e.g., Jonason, Li,
Webster, & Schmitt, 2009), are relatively pro-
miscuous (e.g., Reise & Wright, 1996), and are
less discerning than others when choosing short-
term mating partners (e.g., Jonason, Valentine,
Li, & Harbeson, 2011). These findings suggest
the interesting possibility that — despite its asso-
ciation with an array of negative interpersonal
outcomes (e.g., lack of empathy; Morf &
Rhodewalt, 2001) — narcissism may persist in the
population because of the reproductive benefits
it provides.
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Although narcissism may persist in the popu-
lation due to its short-term reproductive benefits,
self-esteem may have originated as a means for
maintaining and enhancing social inclusion.
According to sociometer theory (Leary, 1999;
Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995), humans
have a fundamental need to belong (Baumeister
& Leary, 1995). This drive to establish and main-
tain interpersonal relationships is believed to
have evolved because the survival and reproduc-
tive fitness of early humans depended on belong-
ing to a social group. Thus, our ancestors are
thought to have evolved a psychological system
(i.e., a sociometer) that monitors the extent to
which an individual is valued and accepted by oth-
ers that would have been adaptive given the likely
devastating implications of being ostracized or
rejected from their social groups (e.g., limited
access to resources or potential mates). The “out-
put” of the sociometer system is state self-esteem
(i.e., an individual’s feelings of self-worth at a par-
ticular moment).

According to sociometer theory, state self-
esteem is believed to rise and fall in conjunction
with one’s perceptions of his or her relational
value. That is, state self-esteem should increase
in response to cues of social acceptance (e.g.,
praise, love) and decrease in response to cues of
social rejection or reductions in relational value
(e.g., criticism, failure; Leary, 1999). Consistent
with this idea, studies have shown that partici-
pants tend to report lower state self-esteem after
experiencing rejection (e.g., Leary, Cottrell, &
Phillips, 2001; Leary, Haupt, Strausser, &
Chokel, 1998; Leary et al., 1995; Zadro, Williams,
& Richardson, 2004), but this pattern has failed
to emerge in some studies (e.g., Bernstein et al.,
2013; Blackhart, Nelson, Knowles, & Baumeister,
2009). Sociometer theory also argues that
decreases in state self-esteem should motivate
individuals to engage in compensatory, affiliative
behaviors that are intended to reestablish social
inclusion. Past studies have found support for this
aspect of sociometer theory by showing that indi-
viduals who experience rejection are more inter-
ested in forming new relationships (Maner,
DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007) and con-
forming to group norms (Williams, Cheung, &

Choi, 2000). In addition, individuals with low
levels of self-esteem tend to be very cautious,
conservative, and restrained in their interactions
with others which may be largely due to their
desire to avoid rejection (e.g., Anthony, Wood, &
Holmes, 2007; Haupt & Leary, 1997; Murray,
Rose, Bellavia, Holmes, & Kusche, 2002). Taken
together, these findings suggest that self-esteem
may have evolved as a means for helping humans
navigate complex social environments.

Recently, Mahadevan, Gregg, Sedikides, and
de Waal-Andrews (2016) proposed hierometer
theory which argues that both self-esteem and nar-
cissism evolved to help individuals navigate status
hierarchies. Status hierarchies are pervasive
among humans (e.g., Sidanius & Pratto, 1999)
and, because there are benefits to being at the top
of this hierarchy (e.g., greater reproductive suc-
cess; von Rueden, Gurven, & Kaplan, 2011),
humans likely evolved a psychological system to
aid in navigating them. On a conceptual level, the
theoretical underpinnings of hierometer theory are
similar to those of sociometer theory. That is, they
both suggest that self-regard helps individuals
track their social value. However, whereas soci-
ometer theory argues that state self-esteem tracks
relational value (e.g., perceptions of acceptance,
liking, and affiliation) and regulates affiliative
behaviors aimed at increasing social inclusion,
hierometer theory argues that both self-esteem and
narcissism track instrumental value (e.g., percep-
tions of respect and admiration) and regulate
assertive behavior aimed at gaining status.
Previous studies have provided some initial sup-
port for hierometer theory. For example, Leary
et al. (2001) found that self-esteem changes in
accordance with feedback concerning status such
that individuals who perceive themselves to be in a
relatively dominant social position tend to report
higher levels of self-esteem. In addition,
Mahadevan et al. (2016) found that the combina-
tion of self-esteem and narcissism fully mediated
the associations that status and inclusion had with
assertiveness and affiliation, respectively. Further,
Zeigler-Hill et al. (in press) found that state self-
esteem increased on days when individuals per-
ceived themselves as having higher levels of status
even when statistically controlling for perceived
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inclusion, which suggests that this hierometer pro-
cess (i.e., state self-esteem changing in accordance
with status) is distinct from the sociometer process
(i.e., state self-esteem changing in accordance
with relational value). Together, these studies pro-
vide preliminary evidence that supports the exis-
tence of the hierometer system.

Considering the current evidence for sociom-
eter theory and hierometer theory, it seems that
self-esteem may be entwined with both inclusion
and status, whereas narcissism seems to be pri-
marily associated with status (see Zeigler-Hill,
McCabe, Vrabel, Raby, & Cronin, this volume,
for an extended discussion). The sociometer and
hierometer systems likely evolved in humans
because there are tremendous adaptive benefits
for gaining social inclusion and successfully nav-
igating social hierarchies. Thus, one possibility is
that self-esteem and narcissism may have evolved
to serve similar, but not completely identical,
functions for humans.

Conclusion

In summary, the connections between narcissism
and self-esteem are quite complex. Although nar-
cissism is generally associated with higher levels
of self-esteem, this connection is relatively weak
and not as straightforward as one might expect
(e.g., Brown & Zeigler-Hill, 2004). There appear
to be inherent differences in the content of the
self-views possessed by narcissistic individuals
and those with high self-esteem. There are also
differing conceptualizations of the two con-
structs. For example, it has often been suggested
that narcissistic individuals possess self-esteem
that is inherently fragile, and advances in the
measurement of implicit self-esteem seemed to
be an initially promising avenue for testing this
possibility. However, support for the idea that
narcissistic grandiosity masks deep feelings of
low self-worth has been inconsistent across stud-
ies (e.g., Bosson et al., 2008).

Recent research has further expanded concep-
tualizations of narcissism and found that the agen-
tic aspects of the construct (i.e., narcissistic

admiration) tend to be associated with higher lev-
els of self-esteem, whereas the antagonistic aspects
of narcissism (i.e., narcissistic rivalry) tend to be
associated with more unstable self-esteem (Geukes
et al., 2017; Zeigler-Hill et al., in press). It would
be helpful for future studies to provide a more
careful and thorough examination of the condi-
tions under which different aspects of narcissism
are associated with self-esteem. For example,
Zeigler-Hill et al. (in press) found that the self-
esteem of individuals with high levels of narcis-
sistic admiration tends to be highly reactive to
perceived status but not perceived inclusion. This
is consistent with the tendency for narcissistic
individuals to care far more about being respected
and admired than about being liked. These results
might also help to clarify the potential evolution-
ary origins of self-esteem and narcissism, which
current theorizing suggest are tied to social inclu-
sion and the successful navigation of status hierar-
chies. Additional research examining the
interconnections between narcissism, status, and
self-esteem may help resolve the inconsistent
results that have emerged concerning the fragile
nature of narcissistic self-esteem. We hope that
future research will provide a more nuanced
understanding of the connections between narcis-
sism and self-esteem because we believe these
advancements will provide additional insights into
the intrapsychic processes and interpersonal

behaviors that characterize narcissistic
individuals.
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