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Abstract There is theoretical reason to believe that narcis-

sism is associated with infidelity. Yet, studies that have exam-

ined this association have yielded inconsistent results. Given

that these inconsistencies may have emerged because prior

studiesusedglobalassessmentsofnarcissismthatdonotcapture

theextent towhichthecomponentsofnarcissismareactivatedin

the sexual domain, the current research drew from two longi-

tudinal studies of 123 married couples to examine the extent to

which sexual narcissism predicted marital infidelity. Consistent

with the idea that narcissism predicts sexual behavior when

activated in the sexual domain, own sexual narcissism was

positively associated with infidelity, controlling for own marital

and sexual satisfaction, own globally-assessed narcissism, part-

ner globally-assessed narcissism, and partner sexual narcissism.

Helping to explain why this association emerged, further anal-

yses demonstrated that it was driven by all four facets of sexual

narcissism—sexual exploitation, grandiose sense of sexual skill,

sexual entitlement (Study 1 only), and lack of sexual empathy

(husbands only). Additionally, although partner sexual narcis-

sism was unrelated to infidelity on average, partners’ grandiose

sense of sexual skill and partners’ sexual entitlement (Study 2

only) were positively associated with infidelity, and partners’

lackof sexual empathy wasnegativelyassociatedwith infidelity

(Study 2 only). These findings highlight the benefits of using

domain-specific measures of sexual narcissism in research on

sexual behavior and the benefits of using domain-specific

measures of personality more generally.
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Introduction

Sexual infidelity can have serious negative consequences for

those involved.1 Not only is infidelity associated with decreased

relationship satisfaction in both partners (Sănchez Sosa, Her-

nández Guzmán, & Romero, 1997; Spanier & Margolis, 1983),

it is has been identified as one of the most common predictors of

divorce (Amato & Rogers, 1997; Betzig, 1989). Further, those

who commit infidelity and their partners also frequently expe-

rience negative intrapersonal outcomes, such as decreased self-

esteem (Shackelford, 2001) and increased psychological dis-

tress(e.g.,Allenetal.,2005;Cano&O’Leary,2000;butseeHall

& Fincham, 2009 for evidence that psychological distress pre-

dicts infidelity).

Unfortunately, infidelity is quite common. Estimates suggest

that over 25 % of married men and 20 % of married women

engage in extra-marital sex over the course of their relationships

(Atkins, Baucom, & Jacobson, 2001; Greeley, 1994; Laumann,

Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Wiederman, 1997). Iden-

tifying psychological characteristics associated with commit-

ting infidelity may help interventions to better target couples
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most at risk for experiencing infidelity and thus help reduce its

frequency.

One approach to identifying those at risk for infidelity has

been to identify stable personality traits of individuals who

commit infidelity. There are several reasons to believe that one

trait associated with infidelity is narcissism (see Widman &

McNulty, 2011)—a multifaceted personality style character-

ized by tendencies toward exploiting others, a general lack of

empathy for others, and a pervasive confidence in one’s abilities

(see Campbell, Foster, & Finkel, 2002; Raskin & Terry, 1988).

First, narcissists tend to be oriented toward sexual relationships

(Hurlbert, Apt, Gasar, Wilson, & Murphy, 1994; Wryobeck &

Wiederman,1999),anorientationthatmayleadthemtoseeksex

from people other than their primary partners. Second, narcis-

sism is positively associated with having an unrestricted so-

ciosexuality (Jonason, Li, Webster, & Schmitt, 2009)—i.e.,

havingmorepermissiveattitudes towardcasual sex (Simpson&

Gangestad, 1991), which itself is associated with increased

likelihood of infidelity (e.g., Mattingly et al., 2011). Third,

narcissists hold relatively positive beliefs regarding their skills

and abilities (Campbell, Bosson, Goheen, Lakey, & Kernis,

2007; Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001), beliefs that may lead them to

think alternative partners will accept and benefit from their

sexual advances. Fourth, narcissists are characterized by high

levels of exploitativeness (e.g., Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan,

1991) and low levels of empathy (e.g., Watson, Grisham, Trotter,

& Biderman, 1984), a combination of characteristics that may

lead themtobemoredeceitfuland less remorseful in theirquests

to gain alternative sexual partners. Finally, narcissism is asso-

ciated with lower levels of relationship commitment (Campbell

& Foster, 2002; Foster, Shrira, & Campbell, 2006), which itself

isassociatedwithagreater likelihoodof infidelity(DeWalletal.,

2011; Drigotas, Safstrom, & Gentilia, 1999).

Indeed, several studies provide support for the idea that

people high in narcissism are more likely to commit infidelity.

Providing indirect evidence for such a link, Buss and Shackel-

ford (1997) reported that narcissism was positively associated

with married men and women’s reports of the probability that

they would commit infidelity. Buss and Shackelford did not

specifically examine actual infidelities. Providing additional

indirect evidence for a link between narcissism and infidelity,

Campbell, Foster, & Finkel (2002) asked participants to describe

twoprevious relationships, one with anarcissisticpartnerand one

withanon-narcissisticpartner,andreportedthatparticipantswere

more likely to report an infidelity when describing the narcissistic

partner. Two other studies provide more direct evidence for a link

between narcissism and infidelity. Hunyady, Josephs, and Jost

(2008) reported that participants’ reports of narcissism were

correlated with their reports of whether they had ever committed

an infidelity as well as how many times they had done so. Atkins,

Yi, Baucom, and Christensen (2005) used a sample of clients

seeking marital therapy to demonstrate that clients’ reports of

narcissism predicted whether they reported having committed an

infidelity in their current relationship.

Inconsistencies in Prior Research

One limitation of the evidence supporting an association

between narcissism and infidelity is that at least three other

studies have failed to demonstrate such an association. Wie-

derman and Hurd (1999) reported no significant association

between infidelity and the entitlement and exploitativeness sub-

scales of the commonly-used Narcissistic Personality Inven-

tory (NPI) (Raskin & Terry, 1988). Jones and Weiser (2014)

reported no significant association between infidelity and par-

ticipants’ reports on the entire NPIonce the variance common to

psychopathy and Machiavellianism was controlled. Wreford

(2012) reported no significant association between narcissism

and a compositeof four items assessing infidelity: kissing, engag-

ing in oral sex, manually stimulating, or having sex with some-

one other than the partner. Although a meta-analytic review

could provide a better understanding of the association between

narcissism and infidelity, even this cursory review reveals that

some inconsistencies in that association have emerged.

One way to reconcile these inconsistencies comes from rec-

ognizing and understanding inconsistencies in the link between

personality and behavior (for reviews of such inconsistencies,

seeBem&Allen,1974;Epstein,1979;Mischel&Peake,1982).

Mischel and Shoda (1995) provided an understanding of such

inconsistencies by noting that (1) personality only predicts

behaviors in situations that activate the personality system and

(2) not all situations activate the personality system. The same

may be true regarding the extent to which narcissism predicts

sexual functioning. Sexual situations may not activate the nar-

cissistic personality components in some narcissists and the

extent to which they do may determine whether narcissism

predicts sexual behavior. However, the global assessments of

narcissism that are typically used in research on the association

between narcissism and infidelity capture the extent to which

narcissistic tendencies are activated across situations on aver-

age, not the extent to which such tendencies are specifically

activated by sexual situations.

Given these issues, one way researchers may demonstrate

more consistent links between narcissism and infidelity is by

using measures that specifically assess the extent to which nar-

cissistic personality characteristics are activated in the sexual

domain. Recent empirical research provides evidence of the

clarity such measures can provide. Widman and McNulty

(2010) developed and used a domain-specific measure of sexual

narcissism, the sexual narcissism scale (SNS), to resolve the

inconsistenciesobservedbetweennarcissismandsexualaggres-

sion. The SNS captures the extent to which four important com-

ponents of narcissism are activated in sexual domains: sexual
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entitlement, sexual exploitation, low sexual empathy, and an

inflated sense of sexual skill. Whereas globally-assessed nar-

cissism was inconsistently associated with various measures of

sexual aggression in that research, sexual narcissism was con-

sistentlyassociatedwithsuchmeasures.Likewise,McNultyand

Widman (2013) demonstrated that although globally assessed

narcissism was unassociated with trajectories of sexual and

marital satisfaction over the first few years of marriage, sexual

narcissism was negatively associated with both trajectories.

Sexual narcissism may similarly provide a more consistent

picture of the association between narcissism and infidelity.

Facets of Narcissism

Asecondlimitationofpriorresearchonnarcissismandinfidelity

is that no prior work has demonstrated which specific facets of

narcissism are related to infidelity. Most measures of narcissism

assess different facets, or components, of the narcissistic per-

sonality system. For example, the NPI assesses facets such as

exploitativeness, entitlement, and superiority. It is possible that

any association that emerges between narcissism and infidelity

emerges due to one or several of these facets. Examining links

between these facets and infidelity could provide valuable

information regarding the specific psychological processes

involved in infidelity. That is, each facet represents a unique set

of psychological processes that may or may not predict infi-

delity. Although narcissists tend to report high levels of enti-

tlement, exploitativeness, and skill, it is unclear whether one or

all of these processes are associated with infidelity.

The recentworkbyMcNultyandWidman(2013)examining

the link between sexual narcissism and sexual and marital sat-

isfaction demonstrated that examining such facets can be

insightful. Although that research demonstrated that spouses’

total scores on the SNS were negatively associated with sexual

and marital satisfaction on average, each facet of sexual nar-

cissism was related to both sexual and marital satisfaction and

sometimes in opposite directions. Although own sexual exploi-

tation, own and partner sexual entitlement, and own and partner

lack of sexual empathy were each negatively associated with

sexual and marital satisfaction, own and partner sense of sexual

skill were each positively associated with sexual and marital

satisfaction.

Partner Narcissism

Finally, we are aware of only one study that has examined the

implications of partner narcissism for the likelihood of infi-

delity. In addition to demonstrating that people higher in

narcissism were themselves more likely to report having

committed an infidelity in the past, Hunyady et al. (2008)

demonstrated that people higher in narcissism were also more

likely to report that their partners had committed an infidelity.

Nevertheless, this research did not examine the specific facets

involved in this association.

Overview of the Current Research

Wedrewondatafromtwolongitudinalstudiesofnewlymarried

couples to examine the associations between own and partner

sexual narcissism and infidelity. In both studies, both members

of the couple reported on their global narcissism and sexual nar-

cissism and, every 6 months for approximately the first 4 years

of marriage, both members of the couple also reported on their

own and their partner’s infidelities. We predicted that own

sexual narcissism and each of its four facets would be positively

associated with infidelity. We also examined the association

between partner sexual narcissism and infidelity, but made no

strong predictions regarding the associations that may emerge.

Given that both studies used nearly identical methods, we ana-

lyzed them simultaneously.

Method

Participants

Participants in Study 1 were 37 newlywed couples drawn

from a larger longitudinal study of 72 newlywed couples in

northern Ohio (see McNulty & Fisher, 2008); participants in

Study 2 were 86 newlywed couples drawn from a larger study

of 135 newlywed couples in eastern Tennessee (see McNulty

& Russell, 2010); three husbands in Study 2 did not complete

all the relevant measures and were thus not included in the

analyses. These subsets of couples were used because they

were the only ones who completed the phase of measurement

that included the newly developed measure of sexual nar-

cissism (for a report on the association between these cou-

ples’ sexual narcissism and sexual and marital satisfaction,

see McNulty & Widman, 2013).

At baseline, husbands were 25.42 years old (SD = 4.19)

and had completed 15.75 years of education (SD = 2.65);

wives were 24.19 years old (SD = 4.19) and had completed

17.82 years of education (SD = 2.82). The median income,

combined across spouses, was between $40 K and $50 K. The

majority of participants ([90 %) were Caucasian.

Procedure

At baseline in both studies, participants were mailed a packet

of questionnaires to complete at home and bring with them to

a laboratory session where they completed a consent form

approved by the local human subjects review board and par-

ticipated in a variety of tasks beyond the scope of the current

analyses. The packet contained self-report measures of sexual
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satisfaction, marital satisfaction, and infidelity, as well as a letter

instructing couples to complete their questionnaires indepen-

dently of one another and separate sealable envelopes to protect

the privacy of spouses’ completed surveys.

In Study 1, this initial packet also contained a global measure

ofnarcissism.Sixmoretimes,approximatelyevery6–8 months,

participants in both studies were again mailed a packet of

questionnaires that contained the same measures of sexual sat-

isfaction, marital satisfaction, and infidelity. At the final assess-

ment in Study 1 (approximately 4 years into the marriage) and

the third assessment in Study 2 (approximately 1 year into the

marriage), the packet additionally contained the measure of

sexual narcissism. In Study 2, this packet also contained the

same global measure of narcissism used at baseline in Study 1.

Sexualnarcissismwasfirst includedat theseassessmentsbecause

they were the first assessments in each study that occurred after

the scale was developed. Although assessing sexual narcissism

so late in each study was not ideal, the stability of personality

traits over relatively short periods of time (see Caspi, Roberts, &

Shiner, 2005) suggests the levels of sexual narcissism observed

at these times should be similar to those that would have been

observed in the beginning of marriage. Participants were paid

$60 (Study 1) or $80 (Study 2) for participating in the baseline

phase of data collection and $50 (in both studies) for partici-

pating in subsequent phases.

All 243 spouses or their partners provided data on infi-

delity at least two times:139 spouses or their partners (57.2 %)

reported on infidelity at all 7 waves; 56 (23.0 %) reported at 6

waves; 15 (6.2 %) reported at 5 waves; 16 (6.6 %) reported at 4

waves; 15 (6.2 %) reported at 3 waves; and 2 (0.8 %) reported at

just two waves. Thus, analyses were based on all 243 spouses

and predicted whether or not they or their partner reported an

infidelity at any point during the study.

Measures

Sexual Narcissism

Sexual narcissism was assessed with a version of the SNS,

modified for use with married spouses (SNS-M) (McNulty &

Widman, 2013, see also Widman & McNulty, 2010). Specifi-

cally, whereas many of the items in the original SNS assessed

narcissistic thoughts and behaviors with reference to sexual

partners in general, those items were changed to assess those

thoughts and behaviors with reference to the marital partner in

the SNS-M (e.g., ‘‘I really know how to please a partner sexu-

ally’’ was changed to ‘‘I really know how to please my spouse

sexually’’). Like the SNS, the SNS-M consisted of 20 items that

assessedfourcomponentsofnarcissismhypothesizedtobeactive

in the sexual domain: (1) sexual exploitation, (2) sexual enti-

tlement, (3) lack of sexual empathy, and (4) grandiose sense of

sexual skill.

Items on the Sexual Exploitation subscale assessed the

ability and willingness to manipulate the spouse to gain

sexual access (e.g., ‘‘I could easily convince my spouse to

have sex with me if he or she was unwilling’’). Items on the

Sexual Entitlement subscale assessed the belief that the fulfill-

ment of one’s sexual desires is a personal right (e.g., ‘‘I feel I

deserve sexual activity when I am in the mood for it’’). Items on

the Lack of Sexual Empathy subscale assessed a general lack of

empathy and devaluation of the spouse in sexual situations (e.g.,

‘‘The feelings of my spouse during sex don’t usually concern

me’’). Items on the Sexual Skill subscale assessed a tendency to

hold a grandiose sense of sexual skill or an exaggerated sense of

sexual success (e.g., ‘‘I really know how to please my spouse

sexually’’). Participants responded to all items on a 5-point scale

(1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). After reversing

appropriate items, all items were averaged to formthe total scale

score and appropriate items were averaged to form each sub-

scale.Higherscores indicatedhigherlevelsofsexualnarcissism.

Prior research confirms the internal reliability (full scale coef-

ficient alphas ranged from .75 to .86 for men and women in

collegeandcommunitysamples)and thefour-factor structureof

both the SNS (Widman & McNulty, 2010) and the SNS-M

(McNulty & Widman, 2013). Internal consistency was also

acceptable in the current samples (for husbands, coefficient

alpha was .82 for the total scale, .72 for sexual exploitation, .81

for sexual entitlement, .75 for low sexual empathy, and .75 for

sexual skill; for wives, coefficient alpha was .75 for the total

scale, .63 for sexual exploitation, .75 for sexual entitlement, .66

for low sexual empathy, and .73 for sexual skill).

As reported in McNulty and Widman (2013), these par-

ticipants’ reports of sexual narcissism were positively cor-

related across subscales, with the exception that sense of

sexual skill was unrelated to sexual exploitation and nega-

tively related to lack of sexual empathy among husbands and

sense of sexual skill was unrelated to all other subscales

among wives. Scores ranged from M = 1.82 (SD = 0.55) for

low sexual empathy to M = 3.47 (SD = 0.73) for sense of

sexual skill for husbands and from M = 1.66 (SD = 0.50) for

low sexual empathy to M = 3.30 (SD = 0.67) for sense of

sexual skill for wives.

Narcissism

Global narcissism was assessed with the forced-choice ver-

sion of the 40-item NPI (Raskin & Terry, 1988). This version

of the NPI asks participants to agree or disagree with items

such as‘‘If I ruled the world, it would be a much better place’’

and ‘‘I find it easy to manipulate people’’ using a yes–no

response format. A total score was calculated for each par-

ticipant, with higher scores indicating higher levels of nar-

cissism. Internal consistency was adequate (for husbands,

M = 19.18, SD = 7.06, a = .87; for wives, M = 17.20, SD =

6.37, a = .84).
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Infidelity

Infidelity was assessed at every assessment using two items

included in a version of the Stressful Events Checklist (Sarason,

Johnson, & Siegel, 1978). One item asked participants to indi-

cate whether or not they‘‘had a romantic affair/infidelity’’in the

past 6 months. The other item asked participants if they found

out that their‘‘spouse had been unfaithful’’in the last 6 months.

We capitalized on having both partners’ reports of the same

behavior by creating a dummy-code of infidelity that was based

onbothpartners’ reports.Specifically,aspousewascodedwitha

0 if neither the spouse nor his or her partner reported that the

spousehadengagedinaninfidelityonanyassessmentandwitha

1 if the spouse and/or his or her partner reported that the spouse

hadengaged inan infidelityonanyassessment.Spouses’ reports

were significantly but only moderately correlated, r = .30, p\
.001.

Sexual Satisfaction

Given that sexual satisfaction has been associated with both

infidelity (Atkins et al., 2005) and sexual narcissism (McNulty

& Widman, 2013), we assessed and controlled for spouses’

satisfaction with their sexual relationships using the Index of

Sexual Satisfaction (ISS) (Hudson, 1998). The ISS measures

intimates’ satisfaction with their sexual relationships by asking

them to indicate the extent to which 25 statements describe their

current sexual relations with their partner (e.g.,‘‘I think that our

sexiswonderful,’’‘‘Oursexismonotonous’’[reversed]onascale

of 1 (None of the time) to 7 (All of the time). Responses to these

items were reversed when appropriate and summed to form an

index of sexual satisfaction that ranged from 25 to 175, with

higher scores indicating higher levels of sexual satisfaction.

Participants’ completed the ISS at every assessment and their

reportsacrossallassessmentswereaveraged toformanestimate

of the level of sexual satisfaction experienced by each spouse

over the course of the first several years of marriage, which was

controlled in the primary analyses. Internal consistency of this

measure was adequate across phases (coefficient alpha was at

least .88 for both husbands and wives at each assessment).

Marital Satisfaction

Given that marital satisfaction has also been associated with

both infidelity (Russell, Baker, & McNulty, 2013) and sexual

narcissism (McNulty & Widman, 2013), we also assessed and

controlled for spouses’ satisfaction with the marriage. Most

commonly-used measures of marital satisfaction, such as the

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), combine items that

assess spouses’ global sentiments toward the marriage with

items that assess their levels of conflict and agreement (for a

more in-depth discussions of this issue, see Fincham & Brad-

bury, 1987). To avoid confounding satisfaction with specific

processes that may be related to infidelity, narcissism, and/or

sexual narcissism in the current research, we used a measure of

satisfaction that assessed spouses’ global sentiments toward the

relationship exclusively: the Quality Marriage Index (QMI)

(Norton, 1983). This instrument asks spouses to indicate their

level of agreement with five items that describe the general

qualityof themarriage(e.g.,‘‘Wehaveagoodmarriage’’)usinga

7-point scale (1 = Very Strong Disagreement, 7 = Very Strong

Agreement) and to rate the overall quality of the marriage on a

10-point scale (1 = Very Unhappy, 10 = Perfectly Happy).

Reports were summed so that scores could range from 6 to 45,

with higher scores reflecting more marital satisfaction. Partici-

pants completed the QMI at every assessment and their reports

across assessments were averaged to form an estimate of the

overall level of marital satisfaction experienced by each spouse

over the course of the first several years of marriage, which was

controlled in all primary analyses. Internal consistency was

adequate across all phases (coefficient alpha was at least .85 for

both husbands and wives at each assessment).

Data Analysis

Analyses to estimate the association between sexual narcissism

and infidelity needed to address a few complexities of the data.

First, given that husbands and wives’ reports of infidelity violate

the independenceassumptions underlying OLS regression anal-

yses, the association between sexual narcissism and reports of

husbands and wives’ infidelity were estimated using an Actor-

Partner Interdependence Model (Kenny, 1996), a multilevel

model thataccountedfor thenon-independenceofhusbandsand

wives’ reports. Second, given that infidelity was indicated using

adichotomousdummy-code (0 = no,yes = 1),wespecified that

the dependent variable of this model follow a Bernoulli sam-

pling distribution (see Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002) using a logit

link function. Finally, given that the analyses collapsed across

two independent studies, we controlled for any idiosyncratic

differences between these studies by including dummy code of

study on the Level 2 intercept and examined whether all key

effects varied significantly across the two studies by entering

that dummy code on the relevant Level 2 slope in subsequent

analyses. This latter procedure allowed us to document which

effects replicated across the two studies and thus appear to be

most robust.

Results

According to reports, a total of 13 (5.3 %) spouses engaged in an

infidelity over the course of the study (54 % women). Bivariate

correlations among infidelity and the independent variables are

shown in Table 1. As can be seen, infidelity was positively

associated with own sexual narcissism and negatively associ-

ated with own sexual and marital satisfaction among both
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husbands and wives. The primary analyses examined the extent

to which own and partner sexual narcissism uniquely predicted

infidelity using the following multilevel model:

Logit ðOwn InfidelityÞ ¼ b0

þ b1 ðOwn Sexual NarcissismiÞ
þ b2 Own Narcissismið Þ
þ b3 Partner Sexual Narcissismið Þ
þ b4 Partner Narcissismið Þ
þ b5 Own Marital Satisfactionið Þ
þ b6 Own Sexual Satisfactionið Þ
þ b7 Participant Sexið Þ
þ b8 Studycð Þ þ u0c þ ric;

ð1Þ

where i indexes individuals, c indexes couples, and random-

effects control for the dependence between partners.

Results are shown in Table 2. As can be seen, sexual sat-

isfaction remained negatively associated with infidelity,

indicating that spouses who were less sexually satisfied were

more likely to commit an infidelity. Controlling for that asso-

ciation, own sexual narcissism also remained positively

associated with infidelity, indicating that spouses with higher

levels of sexual narcissism were more likely to commit infi-

delity than were spouses with lower levels of sexual narcis-

sism. This effect did not differ across husbands and wives,

B = -0.12, SE = .51, t(230)\1, or the two studies, B =

-0.62, SE = .80, t(230)\1. Notably, controlling for these

two significant associations, own global narcissism, own

marital satisfaction, partner global narcissism, and partner

sexual narcissism were all unrelated to infidelity.

To examine which facets of own sexual narcissism drove

the association between own sexual narcissism and infidelity,

and to examine whether any individual facets of partner sex-

ual narcissism were associated with infidelity, we estimated

Equation 1 four more times, each time substituting a facet of

own and partner sexual narcissism for the own and partner

sexual narcissism total scores.

The results of these analyses are shown in Table 3. As can be

seen,all foursubscalesofownsexualnarcissismwerepositively

associated with infidelity. Own sexual exploitation was mar-

ginally positively associated with infidelity. Own sexual enti-

tlement was also positively associated with infidelity; however,

subsequentanalyses that testedwhether thisassociationdiffered

across the two studies indicated that the association was sig-

nificantly stronger and only significant in Study 1, for the Own

Sexual Entitlement 9 Study interaction, B = -2.16, SE = .56,

t(229) = -3.82, p\.01. Own lack of sexual empathy was

positively associated with infidelity; however, subsequent anal-

yses that tested whether this association differed across hus-

bands and wives indicated that the association was marginally

significantly stronger and only significant among men, for the

Own Sexual Empathy 9 Participant Sex interaction, B =

-1.46, SE = .77, t(230) = -1.90, p = .058. Finally, own sexual

skill was marginally positively associated with infidelity. Sub-

sequent tests revealed that theeffectsof sexualexploitation, lack

of sexual empathy, and sense of sexual skill did not differ across

the two studies, and the effects of sexual exploitation, sexual

entitlement, and sense of sexual skill did not differ across men

and women.

Threeof the four facetsofpartner sexualnarcissismwerealso

associated with own infidelity and sometimes in an opposite

direction (indicating why the total score of partner sexual nar-

cissism was not associated with infidelity). Partner sexual enti-

tlement was positively associated with infidelity; however,

subsequentanalyses that testedwhether thisassociationdiffered

across the two studies indicated that the association was sig-

nificantlystrongerandonlysignificant inStudy2, for thePartner

Sexual Entitlement 9 Study interaction, B = 1.09, SE = .45,

t(229) = 2.40, p = .017. Partner lack of sexual empathy was

negatively associated with infidelity; however, subsequent

analyses that tested whether this association differed across the

two studies indicated that the association was significantly

stronger and only significant in Study 2, for the Partner Lack of

Sexual Empathy 9 Study interaction, B = -1.85, SE = .65,

Table 1 Bivariate correlations among variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

(1) Infidelity .11 .21* -.04 -.23* -.17�

(2) Own sexual

narcissism

.21* .57** .29** -.20* .03

(3) Own narcissism .06 .37** .17� .14 .11

(4) Own marital

satisfaction

-.18* -.18� -.10 .59** .65**

(5) Own sexual

satisfaction

-.19* -.04 -.11 .61** .70**

Husbands’ correlations appear below the diagonal, wives’ correlations

appearabove thediagonal, andcorrelations betweenhusbandsandwives

appear on the diagonal in bold
� p\.10; * p\.05; ** p\.01

Table 2 Results of a multivariate, multilevel model predicting sexual

infidelity

Measure b SE OR

Own sexual narcissism 2.20** 0.63 9.02

Own narcissism -1.99 1.77 0.14

Partner sexual narcissism 0.81 0.70 2.24

Partner narcissism -2.61 1.87 0.07

Own marital satisfaction -0.04 0.04 0.96

Own sexual satisfaction -0.04** 0.01 0.96

Participant sex 0.27 0.26 1.30

Study -0.47 0.52 0.62

For Study, df = 118; for all other variables, df = 231

** p\.01
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t(230) = -2.86, p = .005. Finally, partner sexual skill was

positively associated with infidelity. Subsequent tests revealed

that theeffectof senseofsexual skilldidnotdifferacross the two

studies and none of these effects differed across men and

women.

We also repeated all analyses after dropping the covari-

ates, including own and partner global narcissism. These

analyses revealed the same general pattern of results, with

two exceptions: (1) the Partner Sexual Entitlement 9 Study

interaction did not reach significance and (2) neither own nor

partner sense of sexual skill was associated with infidelity.

Follow-up analyses indicated that adding sexual satisfaction

back into the model led to significant positive associations

between own and partner sexual skill and infidelity, sug-

gesting that sexual satisfaction ‘‘suppressed’’ the positive

effects of sense of sexual skill on infidelity.

Discussion

Study Rationale and Summary of Results

The causes of marital discord and divorce are numerous and

complex. Some of the strongest and most common predictors

of such marital disruption appear to be poor problem-solving

skills, displeasing personalities, family history of marital dis-

cord, infertility, and maltreatment (Amato & Rogers, 1997;

Betzig, 1989; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; McGue & Lykken,

1992).Butnoneof these isa stronger (Amato&Rogers,1997)

or more common (Betzig, 1989) predictor of marital disrup-

tion than is infidelity. Clearly, identifying the predictors of

marital infidelity is an important research goal.

The current research used data drawn from 123 newlywed

couples participating in two studies to examine the association

between a domain-specific measure of sexual narcissism and

infidelity. Controlling for own global narcissism, own sexual

satisfaction, own marital satisfaction, partner sexual narcissism,

and partner global narcissism, own sexual narcissism was pos-

itively associated with own infidelity. Further, each of the facets

of sexual narcissism—sexual exploitation, sexual entitlement,

low sexual empathy, and sexual skill—appeared to account for

at least some of this association, though the consistency of these

associations varied somewhat. Sexual exploitation was mar-

ginally positively associated with infidelity across both studies,

indicating that spouses who tended to exploit their partners

sexuallyweremorelikelytocommitaninfidelityover thecourse

of both studies. Own sexual entitlement was positively associ-

ated with infidelity in one of the two studies, providing some

evidence that spouses who tended to feel entitled to sex were

more likely to commit infidelity. Lack of sexual empathy was

positively associated with infidelity among husbands, but not

among wives, across both studies, indicating that husbands who

lacked empathy for their wives in sexual situations were more

likely to commit an infidelity. Finally, own grandiose sense of

sexual skill was marginally positively associated with infidelity

across both studies, indicating the spouses who were more

confident about their sexual skill were more likely to commit an

infidelity. This latter finding joins other research suggesting that

a sense of confidence and optimism is not always beneficial (see

Baker & McNulty, 2013; Gibson & Sanbonmatsu, 2004; Isa-

acowitz & Seligman, 2002; McNulty & Karney, 2004; Norem,

2001; O’Mara, McNulty, & Karney, 2011; Shepperd & McN-

ulty, 2002). Rather, the implications of a sense of skill likely

depend on the context in which it is held and the outcome in

question(McNulty,2010;McNulty&Fincham,2012;McNulty

&Karney,2004). Indeed,asdescribedearlier,otherresearchindi-

cates that sexual skill is also positively associated with sexual and

marital satisfaction (McNulty &Widman,2013). Future research

may benefit by examining other factors that determine for whom

sexual skill leads to desirable versus undesirable outcomes.

Although partner sexual narcissism was not related with

infidelity on average, three of the four facets of partner sexual

narcissism were significantly associated with infidelity. Part-

ner sexual entitlement was positively associated with infi-

delity in one of the studies, suggesting that spouses with

partners who tended to believe they were entitled to sex were

more likely to commit infidelity. Partner sense of sexual skill

was positively associated with infidelity across both studies,

indicating that spouses with partners who had a positive sense

of sexual skill were more likely to commit an infidelity. And

partner’s lack of sexual empathy was surprisingly negatively

associated with infidelity in one of the two studies, indicating

that spouses with partners who lacked sexual empathy were

actually less likely to commit an infidelity. Given this finding

was not predicted and differed significantly across the two

Table 3 Associations between SNS subscales and sexual infidelity

Measure b SE OR

Sexual exploitation

Own 0.85� 0.47 2.35

Partner -0.19 0.41 0.83

Sexual entitlement

Owns1 2.30*** 0.52 9.96

Partners2 1.12*** 0.28 3.06

Lack of sexual empathy

Ownh 1.35** 0.50 3.86

Partners2 -1.28** 0.47 0.28

Sense of sexual skill

Own 0.98� 0.50 2.65

Partner 1.21* 0.55 3.34

df = 231. s1 = effect only significant in Study 1 and thus statistics are

those for Study 1; s2 = effect only significant in Study 2 and thus sta-

tistics are those for Study 2; h = effect only significant for husbands and

thus statistics are those for husbands
� p\.10; * p\.05; ** p\.01; *** p\.001
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studies, it should be interpreted with caution until it can be

replicated. All these associations emerged controlling for the

corresponding facet of own sexual narcissism, indicating that

they were not simply spurious due to spouses and partners

being similar in their levels of sexual narcissism.

Notably, controlling for the effects of own and partner

sexual narcissism, sexual satisfaction was negatively asso-

ciated with infidelity, indicating that individuals who were

less satisfied with their sexual relationship with their partner

were more likely to commit an infidelity. The association

between marital satisfaction and infidelity, incontrast, didnot

reach significance once the effects of sexual narcissism and

sexual satisfaction were controlled, suggesting that global

sentiments toward the marriage did not drive the infidelities

that occurred in this sample. Taken together with the facts that

it was sexual, but not global narcissism that was associated

with infidelity, these findings highlight the importance of

sexual motivations, rather than more general interpersonal

motivations, to infidelity. Future research may benefit from

shedding more light on this issue.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

These findings extend our understanding of infidelity in

several important ways. Most notably, not only do they illu-

minate a trait, sexual narcissism, that is associated with infi-

delity, they also provide insight into the specific narcissistic

processes that are responsible for this association. Own sex-

ual entitlement, sexual exploitation, lack of sexual empathy,

and sense of sexual skill were all associated with infidelity,

indicating that narcissism is not associated with infidelity

through one specific process; there are multiple processes

involved in this complex relationship.

Second, these findings join others in demonstrating the

value of measuring the extent to which the components of the

personality system are active in the sexual domain to pre-

dicting and even understanding sexual behavior (Hurlbert

et al., 1994; McNulty &Widman, 2013;Widman & McNulty,

2010; Zeigler-Hill, Enjaian, & Essa, 2013). Prior research on

narcissism has demonstrated inconsistent links with infidel-

ity, sometimes revealing significant associations (e.g., Atkins

et al., 2005; Hunyady et al., 2008) and other times revealing

non-significant associations (e.g., Jones and Weiser, 2014;

Wiederman & Hurd, 1999; Wreford, 2012). The current

research demonstrated that assessing the extent to which the

cognitive components of narcissism were activated in the sex-

ual domain can provide more precision in identifying links

between narcissism and sexual functioning. Whereas globally

assessed narcissism was unrelated to infidelity across both

studies, spouses’ reports of sexual narcissism and its facets were

associated with infidelity, and the majority of the links did not

vary across the two studies or across men and women. Future

research may benefit from using domain-specific measures of

other personality traits as predictors of infidelity. For exam-

ple, although studies of the Big Five personality traits have dem-

onstrated several traits associated with infidelity, such as agree-

ableness and conscientiousness (e.g., Schmitt, 2004), domain-

specific assessments of the extent to which each of the Big Five

traits is activated in sexual domains may help establish stronger

and more consistent links between these and other traits and

infidelity.

Third, our findings provided some insights into the traits

and psychological characteristics of the partners to whom

spouses are more likely to be unfaithful. Not surprisingly,

spouses appeared to be more likely to commit infidelity when

their partners reported high levels of sexual entitlement. Yet,

somewhat surprisingly, spouses were also more likely to com-

mit infidelity when they were married to partners who were

confident in their sexual abilities and less likely to commit

infidelity when they were married to partners who lacked

sexual empathy. It is unclear whether these particular quali-

ties of partners caused infidelity or whether they are simply

correlated with other factors that caused infidelity. For exam-

ple, it is possible that people who marry partners who lack

sexual empathy are less committed to their relationships in

the firstplace, and that lack ofcommitment, not their partner’s

lack of sexual empathy, may predict their infidelity. Future

research may benefit by trying to uncover the causal direc-

tions of some of these associations. Although it can be diffi-

cult or impossible to establish the causal role of personality,

semantic priming studies may provide some important insights

into these issues. Specifically, researchers could semantically

prime people with various partner qualities, such as a lack of

sexual empathy, and examine the extent to which such primes

predict measures of their propensity toward infidelity, such as

interests inalternativepartners (for similar research, seeDeWall

et al., 2011; Gillath, Mikulincer, Birnbaum, & Shaver, 2008).

Any significant associations would provide some evidence that

partner personality plays a causal role in infidelity.

Finally, the current findings may have important practical

implications. Infidelity is negatively associated with both inter-

personal and intrapersonal well-being (Allen et al., 2005; Spa-

nier & Margolis, 1983). Accordingly, interventions that suc-

cessfully prevent infidelity can have important benefits. The

current findings offer some important insights that may be used

to increase the efficacy of such interventions. Most notably, the

associations between sexual narcissism and infidelity can help

identify those at risk for infidelity. Interventions may benefit

from identifying and targeting individuals who have narcissistic

tendencies that manifest in the sexual domain. The associations

that emerged between the specific facets of sexual narcissism

and infidelity provide insight into some ways to do this. For

example, the association between sexual entitlement and infi-

delity suggests that lessening the extent to which individuals

believe they are entitled to sex may lower their risk of com-

mitting infidelity. Likewise, the link between husbands’ low
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sexual empathy and infidelity suggests that increasing levels of

sexual empathy may similarly decrease sexual infidelity among

husbands. Of course, the stability of personality traits such as

narcissism may make changing the underlying sources of these

narcissistic tendencies difficult.

Strengths and Limitations

Several aspects of this research enhance our confidence in the

findings reported here. First, very few of the significant associ-

ationsvariedacross twoindependentstudiesofmenandwomen,

suggesting they were not due to sampling error and were rather

broadly applicable to both men and women. Second, both stud-

ies were based on samples of married couples, people for whom

sexual fidelity is particularly meaningful and consequential.

Third, infidelity was assessed seven times over the course of

each study, helping to minimize the problems due to retro-

spective reports that span longer periods of time. Finally, the

measureof sexual infidelitywasbasedoneitherpartner’s report,

helping to minimize the extent of underreporting of these self-

presentationally sensitive behaviors.

Despite these strengths, several factors nevertheless limit

interpretation and generalizability of these results until they

can be extended. First, although most effects replicated across

two independent samples of couples, both samples were rela-

tively small and the majority of couples in them were young and

White. Although we are not aware of any reason to expect the

association between sexual narcissism and infidelity to vary

across people of different ages and races, future research may

benefit from ensuring that these effects generalize to other

populations. Further, given the small size of both samples and

the low number of reported infidelities, null findings, including

those involving partner sexual narcissism and own and partner

global narcissism, should be interpreted with caution. Second,

like all research on personality, these findings were correla-

tional.And,althoughbothstudieswere longitudinal, someof the

data used to form the index of infidelity were obtained before

reports of sexual narcissism were obtained. Although person-

ality tends to be quite stable, there is some evidence that it can

change over extended periods of time (Roberts, Walton, &

Viechtbauer, Roberts et al. 2006). Future research may benefit

by attempting to more rigorously demonstrate the causal effects

of sexualnarcissism and its facets. Third, infidelity was assessed

with one item asked in different ways to spouses and partners,

and agreement between spouses and partners was lower than

ideal. Imperfectagreementbetweencouplemembers’ reportsof

one another’s behaviors is not uncommon (e.g., Jacobson &

Moore, 1981), however, and agreement may have been low in

this particular case for several reasons: (1) in some cases, the

partner may have been unaware of an infidelity; (2) in some

cases, one member of the couple may have been more reluctant

to report an infidelity than the other, even if both members of the

couple knew about it; and/or (3) partners may have interpreted

their question regarding‘‘faithfulness’’differently than spouses

interpreted their question regarding ‘‘infidelity.’’ Finally, the

effects of any factor on infidelity, including sexual narcissism,

are likely moderated by other factors. That is, sexual narcissism

may be more or less strongly associated with infidelity in the

presence or absence of other contextual variables. Likewise, the

extent to which infidelity predicts marital discord will likely

depend on other factors, such as how frequently it occurs and

both partners’ interpretations of it. Research that develops a

more contextualized picture of the predictors and consequences

of infidelity will likely prove beneficial.
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