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Abstract Across three studies, we examined the relationship
between narcissism, prosocial behaviors, and the reasons why
people engaged in them. Specifically, we examined how nar-
cissistic people engaged in charitable donations, taking advan-
tage of a naturally occurring mass charitable donation cam-
paign, the ALS “ice bucket challenge” (Study 1). We also
examined how narcissism was related to volunteering and
other types of prosocial behaviors (Studies 2 and 3).
Moreover, we compared and contrasted the prosocial re-
sponses of more empathic versus more narcissistic people
(Studies 2 and 3). This paper can help scholars and practi-
tioners to determine under which circumstances, and for
which reasons, narcissistic people may exhibit prosocial
behaviors.
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Compared to research on narcissism and aggression, there
is much less research on narcissism and prosocial behavior.
Prosocial behavior is defined as actions intended to benefit
others, and it includes a wide range of behaviors such as
cooperating, sharing, giving, helping, and comforting others
(Batson and Powell 2003). Prosocial behaviors can sometimes
be altruistic, which is defined as “self-sacrificial helping, or
helping in the absence of obvious, external rewards” (Batson
and Powell 2003). There are other egoistic reasons for
prosocial behavior such as to receive praise or attention, to
reduce uncomfortable feelings such as guilt, or to receive
something in return (Batson 2011). Prosocial behaviors can
take many different forms, but in general, they can be
separated into more informal, everyday, prosocial acts outside
of formal organizational settings (e.g., letting someone
ahead in line; comforting someone who is sad), versus behav-
iors that occur within more formal, organizational settings,
such as volunteering or donating money to charitable organi-
zations. In the current paper, we examined the relationship
between the personality trait narcissism and both formal and
informal prosocial behaviors, as well as motives for those
behaviors.

Narcissism and Prosocial Behavior

Narcissism is a personality trait characterized by excessively
high self-esteem and relatively low empathy (Miller and
Campbell 2008; Watson et al. 1984). Increased narcissism is
associated with more self-enhancement on agentic traits like
intelligence and extraversion, but not on communal traits like
agreeableness and morality (Campbell et al. 2002; Paulhus and
John 1998). There is a robust literature on the interpersonal
implications of narcissism. More narcissistic people have diffi-
culties maintaining close relationships (Campbell and Foster
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2002) and are hostile and aggressive, especially when their egos
are threatened (Bushman and Baumeister 1998; Fukunishi et al.
1995; Konrath et al. 2006; Reidy et al. 2008; Twenge and
Campbell 2003).

However, only a few studies have directly assessed the rela-
tionship between narcissism and prosocial behaviors and moti-
vations. Research on this topic may be so limited because there
is an assumption that if narcissism is associated with more anti-
social behavior, it must also be associated with less prosocial
behavior. However, antisocial behavior and prosocial behavior
are not opposite processes. Prosocial behavior is more common
and socially normative than antisocial behavior. Moreover, peo-
ple may behave prosocially for a variety of reasons, and one
cannot assume that the presence of prosocial behavior necessar-
ily implies altruistic motives and compassionate emotions.

The Extended Agency Model can help to guide predictions
about in which situations, and for which reasons, narcissistic
people might act prosocially (Campbell and Foster 2007).
This model posits that narcissism intensifies the rewards ex-
perienced from agentic situations such as having high status
and power, while also dampening the rewards from communal
experiences such as having warmth and connection with
others. Such a system would lead to an increased focus on
success, power, and attention, and a decreased focus on caring
for others. Campbell and Foster suggest that the output of such
a system is an ever increasing need for narcissistic esteem (i.e.
proud and dominant feelings), which can be achieved in a
variety of ways such as by bragging, showing off, or seeking
attention.

Based on this model, we would expect that more narcissis-
tic people would be more likely to engage in prosocial behav-
iors in order to increase their narcissistic esteem through at-
tention or praise, for example, by giving when others are
watching. More narcissistic people should also be more likely
to engage in prosocial behaviors in a calculating way that is
sensitive to the costs versus benefits of giving or helping. This
could be achieved by either reducing the cost of prosocial
behavior; for example by engaging in relatively low-effort
“slacktivism” activities such as posting or sharing messages
on social networks (Kristofferson et al. 2014) or by increasing
the potential benefits; for example by being more likely to
help when there are current or future rewards. Many people
help for the simple reason that others are in need. Yet because
more narcissistic people prioritize agency over communal
concerns, the motivation to take care of others’ needs is less
likely to be intrinsically important and rewarding to them.
Instead, more narcissistic people are likely to act prosocially
as a means to some other end. Thus, in this paper we hypoth-
esize that narcissistic people will be more likely to act
prosocially in situations when they can receive something in
return, such as attention, praise, or a returned favor.

In terms of frequency of prosocial behaviors, the evidence
is mixed. Although some studies have found that more

narcissistic people report more frequently engaging in
prosocial behaviors (Kauten and Barry 2014; Zhou et al.
2010), another study finds that people who score higher in
narcissistic entitlement are less likely to volunteer for nonprof-
it organizations (Brunell et al. 2014). Yet these studies mea-
sured prosocial behaviors in general, rather than specifically
asking which situations elicit them or why people engaged in
them. Indeed, one other study found that narcissism is specif-
ically associated with more self-serving prosocial behaviors.
For example, more narcissistic people were more likely to say
that they helped in public settings, when others could see
them, and that they helped opportunistically, when they could
receive something in return, such as a returned favor, attention
or praise, a line on their resume, or some other reward (Eberly-
Lewis and Coetzee 2015). Therefore, more narcissistic people
may only engage in prosocial behaviors in certain situations,
such as when an audience is present, since acting prosocially
in public can enhance their image.

External features of the situation may influence whether
more narcissistic people will engage in prosocial behavior, but
so might their internal motivations. Yet the literature on narcis-
sism and motivation for prosocial behavior is limited. In terms
of more formal and long-term prosocial behaviors such as
volunteering for non-profit organizations, there are many dif-
ferent reasons why people get involved, ranging from those that
are more focused on helping others to those that are more fo-
cused on receiving personal benefits, such as promoting one’s
career (Clary et al. 1998). To our knowledge, there is only one
paper that has examined narcissism and motives for
volunteering (Brunell et al. 2014). It found that among active
volunteers, more narcissistic people prioritized career-oriented
concerns (Career motive), escaping their own problems
(Protective motive), and social concerns (Social motive).
These few prior studies rely on self-report measures of prosocial
behaviors, and the situations and motives that elicit them.

There is limited research examining narcissism and actual
prosocial behavioral responses. These studies have found that
narcissism (especially narcissistic exploitativeness) is associ-
ated with a greater tendency to harvest more natural resources
(i.e., forests) in hypothetical resource dilemma games, which
in turn, depletes these resources for the larger community
(Brunell et al. 2013; Campbell et al. 2005). In other words,
more narcissistic people behave more selfishly and less
prosocially in these games. One other major gap in the litera-
ture is in the domain of charitable donations. No studies that
we are aware of have examined the charitable donation behav-
iors of more narcissistic people.

Dispositional Empathy and Prosocial Behavior

Dispositional empathy is the chronic tendency to respond with
care and concern to the feelings and perspectives of others
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(Davis 1983). Empathic concern represents the more emotion-
al form of empathy, while perspective taking represents the
more cognitive form of it (Davis 1983). Both types of empa-
thy predict a greater likelihood of volunteering and other
prosocial behaviors (Borman et al. 2001; Eisenberg and
Miller 1987; Underwood and Moore 1982). Moreover, dispo-
sitional empathic concern and perspective taking are both as-
sociated with more altruistic motives for volunteering (Davis
et al. 2003). Individuals scoring higher in narcissism report
lower empathic concern and perspective taking (Watson et al.
1984; Watson and Morris 1991); thus, this should diminish the
likelihood that they would respond with care and concern to
others in need.

Since empathy is an important motivator of prosocial be-
havior, we also examined the similarities and differences in
the prosociality of more empathic versus more narcissistic
people in the current paper (Study 3). Only one previous study
that we are aware of has done this. When comparing empathy
and narcissism as predictors of self-reported prosocial behav-
ior, it found that more empathic people reported fewer public
and opportunistic prosocial behaviors (i.e., helping to look
good) while more narcissistic people reported more public
and opportunistic prosocial behaviors (Eberly-Lewis and
Coetzee 2015). Therefore, even though both empathy
(Borman et al. 2001; Eisenberg and Miller 1987,
Underwood and Moore 1982) and narcissism (Kauten and
Barry 2014; Zhou et al. 2010) are positively associated with
self-reported prosocial behaviors, there are differences in the
types of situations that typically elicit such prosocial behav-
iors. However, no research has examined to what extent they
differentially predict motives for volunteering. We address
this question in the current paper (Study 3).

The Current Paper

In this paper, we examined the relationship between narcis-
sism and prosocial behaviors. As summarized above, there is
only limited research examining the relationship between nar-
cissism and prosocial behavior and we aimed to conceptually
replicate and extend these findings. Specifically, we examined
the relationship between narcissism and charitable donations
(Study 1), which is a novel contribution of this paper. We also
examined the relationship between narcissism and the fre-
quency of volunteering (Study 2), community involvement
(Study 2), and prosocial behaviors in general (Study 3).
Finally, we examined the situations (Eberly-Lewis and
Coetzee 2015) and motives (Brunell et al. 2014) that elicit
prosocial behavior in more narcissistic people, again aiming
to conceptually replicate and extend previous work.

In Study 3, we also controlled for the role of social desir-
ability in the narcissism-prosocial behavior relationship,
which is another novel contribution. Social desirability is

@ Springer

either unrelated to or negatively related to narcissism
(Watson et al. 1984; Watson and Morris 1991), and is also
positively associated with empathy (Paulhus and Reid 1991;
Watson and Morris 1991). This suggests that more narcissistic
people may be less likely to care about looking morally good
or genuinely altruistic to others, which is in line with the
Extended Agency Model (Campbell and Foster 2007). It is thus
important to control for social desirability in studies examining
the relationship between empathy, narcissism, and prosocial
behavior. Narcissistic people are clearly sensitive to the pres-
ence of others, since they act differently when in public versus
alone (e.g.(Ferriday et al. 2011; Wallace and Baumeister 2002);
they need others as important sources to help build their narcis-
sistic esteem. However, the attention from others need not be
focused on the genuineness of their prosocial behaviors.

Study 3 also compared the motives for volunteering report-
ed by more empathic (both cognitive and emotional) versus
more narcissistic people. Because gender is associated with
narcissism, empathy, and prosocial behaviors (Eagly 2009;
Foster et al. 2003; Griihn et al. 2008), in all studies we report
analyses both with and without controlling for gender. Taken
together, we take a more comprehensive approach to prosocial
behavior than prior research, which can help scholars and
practitioners to determine under which circumstances, and
for which reasons, more narcissistic people may exhibit
prosocial behavior.

Study 1 Overview

In Study 1 we took advantage of a naturalistic situation to
examine how narcissism was related to different responses
to a major charitable donation campaign. The ALS “ice bucket
challenge” was a fundraising campaign for a nonprofit orga-
nization that went viral in summer 2014. The ice bucket chal-
lenge was widely known about and discussed, with 17 million
videos about it posted on Facebook between June 1 and Sept
1, 2014. These videos were viewed over 10 billion times by
440 million people (Facebook.com 2014). The ALS
Association received almost 34 times the amount of donations
in Aug 2014 ($94.3 million) than they did in Aug 2013 ($2.7
million), representing 2.1 million new donors (Munk 2014).
We examined whether narcissism was related to the type of
commitment exhibited in response to the ice bucket challenge.

Study 1 Method

Participants Participants were 9062 adults recruited between
August 24 and September 3, 2014 (Mean age=37.73,
SD=12.99, range =18 to 84; 64 % female). Participants were
recruited from an ongoing online survey posted on the first
author’s website. The survey allows participants to receive
personalized feedback on their narcissism levels. Participants
completed the survey voluntarily and without payment.
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Measures Participants were first asked a question about their
behavior related to the ALS ice bucket challenge. They read
this note: “This summer; there has been a lot of media atten-
tion for the “ALS ice bucket challenge.” In the ALS ice bucket
challenge, people are challenged to either dump a bucket of
ice water over their head or donate $100 to the ALS
Association. After getting water dumped on their head, they
then post the video online and challenge their friends.” They
were next asked to report their personal level of involvement
with the ice bucket challenge. Participants could choose from
the following response options:

1) Have not heard about the ice bucket challenge (N=302;
3.3 %),

2) Heard of it, but not challenged (N=6562; 72.4 %),

3) Challenged, but did not participate (N=1288; 14.2 %),

4) Made a donation only (N=237; 2.6 %),

5) Posted an ice bucket video of themselves online only
(N=336; 3.7 %), and

6) Both donated and posted an ice bucket video (N=337;
3.7 %).Participants then completed the Single Item
Narcissism Scale (Konrath et al. 2014b), which assesses
trait narcissism using a single item (1=not at all true of
me; 7T=very true of me): “To what extent do you agree
with this statement: I am a narcissist. (Note: The word
‘narcissist’ means egotistical, self-focused, and vain.).”
This scale is correlated with longer narcissism scales, is
stable over time, and predicts similar outcomes as longer
narcissism scales (Konrath et al. 2014b).

Study 1 Results

Descriptive Statistics The average narcissism score was 2.88
(SD=1.48, range=1 to 7). Only 2198 respondents (24.3 % of
the total sample) were challenged to do the ice bucket chal-
lenge. The most common response for those people who were
challenged was to do nothing (N=1288; 58.6 % of those who
were challenged).

Ice Bucket Challenge and Narcissism We first ran an
ANOVA with the six response options as the predictor vari-
able and narcissism as the dependent measure. Study 1 uses
cross-sectional data and we are not making claims that dona-
tions (independent variable) cause changes in narcissism
levels (dependent variable). However, this statistical strategy
makes sense, given the categorical nature of the donation re-
sponses. Indeed, results remain similar if we reverse these
variables so that narcissism is predicting donation or posting
behavior.As can be seen in Fig. 1, participants’ responses to
the ice bucket challenge were related to their narcissism
scores, F(4,9056)=4.90, p<.001. Post-hoc LSD tests re-
vealed that participants who only donated money had the

lowest narcissism scores (M =2.68, SD=1.41), scoring signif-
icantly lower than those who posted a video only (M=3.14,
SD=1.61, d=.30), those who both donated and posted a vid-
eo (M=2.99, SD=1.43, d=.22), and those who were chal-
lenged but did not participate (M=2.98, SD=1.51, d=.21),
ps<.02, and marginally lower than those who heard about it
but were not challenged (M=2.86, SD=1.47, d=.12),
p=.065. Participants who only donated money scored lower
than those who had not heard of the ice bucket challenge
(M=2.85,8D=1.60,d=.11), but this difference did not reach
significance, p=.13.

Participants who only posted videos had the highest nar-
cissism scores, differing significantly from those who only
donated money (d=.30), those who were not challenged
(d=.18), and those who had not heard about the challenge
(d=.18), ps<.02. Those who only posted videos scored mar-
ginally higher than those who were challenged but did not
participate (d=.10), p=.09, and non-significantly higher than
those who both donated and posted a video (d=.10), p=.11.

Most respondents knew about the ice bucket challenge, but
only some of them were directly challenged. We were espe-
cially interested in knowing whether their response to that
challenge was related to their narcissism levels. Thus, the next
analysis focused on only those who had been challenged
(N=2198). We first recoded their responses into two separate
behaviors: Donation (Yes / No) or Video Posting (Yes / No).
We next ran a 2x2 ANOVA with Donation (Yes / No) and
Video Posting (Yes / No) as the predictor variables and nar-
cissism as the dependent measure.

Both main effects were significant. First, those who posted
an ice bucket challenge video online scored higher in narcis-
sism (M=3.06, SD=1.52) than those who did not post a video
(M=2.94, SD=1.50), F(1,2194)=8.68, p=.003. Next, those
who made a donation scored lower in narcissism (M=2.86,
SD=1.43) than those who did not make a donation (M=3.02,
SD=1.53), F(1,2194)=28.57, p=.003. There was no interac-
tion between posting the video and making a donation, F(1,
2194)=2.25, p=.32. All results remained consistent when
controlling for gender.

Study 1 Discussion

There were many different possible responses that people
could have had after they learned about the ice bucket chal-
lenge. In Study 1, we found that those who posted a video of
themselves online having a bucket of ice water dumped on
their heads scored significantly higher in narcissism compared
to those who did not post a video. In addition, those who
responded to the ice bucket challenge by making a donation
to the ALS Association scored significantly lower in narcis-
sism than those who did not. Making a donation is a much
more private behavior than posting an online video, and we
suspect that more narcissistic people were motivated by the
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attention that they would receive by posting the video online.
However, this study did not directly assess why higher narcis-
sism was associated with such different responses to the ice
bucket challenge. In addition, Study 1 used a new single-item
measure of narcissism, rather than a more established, longer
measure of it. Thus, in Studies 2 and 3 we addressed these
issues by using a longer measure of narcissism and by directly
asking about the motives and situations that elicit prosocial
behavior.

Study 2 Overview

In Study 2, we measured narcissism and also assessed formal
prosocial behavior (i.e., volunteering and community involve-
ment) and different situations that evoke prosocial behavior
(e.g., being watched, emergencies, and being asked). In terms
of formal prosocial behavior, we were unsure what to expect.
On the one hand, one study found that people who scored
higher in narcissistic exploitativeness were less likely to report
volunteering in the past year (Brunell et al. 2014). On the other
hand, other aspects of narcissism, including grandiosity, were
unrelated to the probability of volunteering (Brunell et al.
2014). Since we assess grandiose narcissism in the current
paper, it is possible that there will be no differences in the
narcissism levels of people who volunteer or help in the com-
munity compared to those who do not. Considering that there
are many reasons to volunteer, it is possible for both more and
less narcissistic people to decide to volunteer. For example,
many schools now require students to complete a certain num-
ber of volunteer hours. In terms of situations that elicit help-
ing, we hypothesize that more narcissistic people will be more
likely to help in situations where they can gain attention or
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some other reward, rather than helping for more altruistic
reasons.

Study 2 Method

Participants Participants were 289 undergraduates at a large
Midwestern university who completed an online survey for
credit (74 % female; Mean age=18.9, SD=.80; range=17
to 23). Since participants did not always complete all scales,
the Ns vary slightly in the analyses.

Measures The reported measures were embedded within a
larger mass testing survey. We measured narcissism using
the 16-item Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Ames et al.
20006). Participants were given two statements: one that was
less narcissistic (e.g., “Sometimes I am not sure of what I am
doing.”) and one that was more narcissistic (e.g., “I always
know what I'm doing”). They rated to what extent each state-
ment was self-descriptive (1=/lowest narcissism, 7= highest
narcissism). We calculated a total narcissism score by averag-
ing the items (oc=.86). Note that the Cronbach’s alphas in the
original scale development paper ranged from «=.65 to .72
(Ames et al. 2006).To assess volunteering and community
involvement, participants were asked two questions assessing
how often they had volunteered for a nonprofit organization
and whether they had worked on a community project in the
past 12 months (0=rnone in the past year; 71=more than once
per week). The 23-item Prosocial Tendencies Scale assessed
six types of helping (Carlo and Randall 2002). Public
prosocial behaviors include those that are done primarily in
the presence of others (4 items; &x=.82; “I can help others best
when people are watching me”). Dire prosocial behaviors
involve helping during emergencies or extreme situations (3
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items; oc=.72; “I tend to help people who are in real crisis or
need”). Emotional prosocial behaviors are done primarily dur-
ing emotional situations (4 items; oc=.78; “I respond to help-
ing others best when the situation is highly emotional™).
Compliant prosocial behaviors occur after being asked (2
items; «x=.75; “When people ask me to help them, I don’t
hesitate™). Anonymous prosocial behaviors occur without
others’ knowledge (5 items; o«=.82; “I think that helping
others without them knowing is the best type of situation™).
Finally, opportunistic prosocial behaviors occur when the
helper can personally benefit, rather than when others are in
need (5 items; «c=.80; “I feel that if I help someone, they
should help me in the future.”). The scale endpoints were
1 =does not describe me at all to 5=describes me greatly.

Study 2 Results

Descriptive Statistics The average narcissism score in the
sample was 3.99 (SD=.89). See Table 1 for descriptive statis-
tics and raw intercorrelations between the other variables.

Data Analysis Plan We ran a single regression analysis to
examine to what extent the prosocial variables (volunteering,
community involvement, and each of the six different kinds of
prosocial behaviors) were uniquely associated with narcis-
sism. In Step 1 of the regression we entered the eight prosocial
variables as predictor variables and narcissism as the outcome
variable, and in Step 2, we entered gender as a covariate.

Prosocial Behavior and Narcissism As can be seen in
Table 2, there was no relationship between overall narcissism
and the frequency of volunteering behavior, and this did not
change when controlling for gender. There is also no relation-
ship between narcissism and the frequency of community
project involvement, and again, this does not change when

controlling for gender.When it comes to the different types
of prosocial behavior, more narcissistic people were more
likely to engage in Public prosocial behaviors, and less likely
to engage in Anonymous prosocial behaviors. There was also a
tendency for more narcissistic people to engage in more
Emotional prosocial behaviors, and more narcissistic people
were marginally less likely to engage in Compliant prosocial
behaviors. There was no independent relationship between
narcissism and Dire or Opportunistic prosocial behaviors.
All results remained similar when controlling for gender.

Study 2 Discussion

Study 2 found that narcissism was unrelated to the frequency
of volunteering or community project involvement. We sus-
pect that this is because there are many reasons to volunteer,
some of which are more focused on others’ needs and some of
which are more focused on the potential for personal gain.
Study 3 attempted to directly address this question.

In terms of other types of prosocial behaviors, the raw
correlations in Study 2 replicated a prior study finding that
more narcissistic people are more likely to engage in public
and opportunistic prosocial behaviors (Eberly-Lewis and
Coetzee 2015). In other words, more narcissistic people prefer
to help when others can see them or when they can receive
something in return. Yet opportunistic prosocial behaviors no
longer independently predicted narcissism when all other
prosocial variables were included in the model. This likely
because of the high correlation between opportunistic and
public prosocial behaviors (»=.70), which may have made it
difficult to detect the independent effects. This may suggest
that the specific ways that more narcissistic people engage in
opportunistic prosocial behaviors is by doing so in public, and
by being less likely to help others anonymously. These results

Table 1 Raw correlations between all measures in Study 2

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Narcissism

2. Volunteering behavior .02

3. Community project involvement .08 ST EEE

4. Public prosocial behavior 22¥¥* -.02 .07

5. Dire prosocial behavior .03 .02 .07 19**

6. Emotional prosocial behavior .10~ .02 .10 14* 02 ¥¥*

7. Compliant prosocial behavior -.09 .10 .08 -.02 A9FxE S5k

8. Anonymous prosocial behavior -.05 .02 .09 A0HE* A5HEx 28HAE 28HA*

9. Opportunistic prosocial behavior 18%* -.05 .05 10 21 FxE 13* -.09 42xEE

M 3.99 328 2.55 225 3.24 3.45 3.63 2.81 223
SD .89 1.58 1.42 .82 .80 .76 .83 75 .79
Range 1.63-6.56 1-7 1-7 1-5 1-5 1.5-5 1.5-5 1-5 1-5

Note. ~p<.10, ¥*p<.05, **p <.01, ***p<.001
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Table 2 Results of a regression
analysis examining the

Narcissism (outcome)

independent relationships

between the prosocial variables Prosocial measures (predictors) Overall Adjusted (controlling for gender)
and narcissism in Study 2 Frequency of volunteer work -01 —-.01

Frequency of community project involvement .08 .09

Public prosocial behaviors 20* A7*

Dire prosocial behaviors .00 -.01

Emotional prosocial behaviors A7* 21%

Compliant prosocial behaviors —13~ —.13~

Anonymous prosocial behaviors —.18* -17*

Opportunistic prosocial behaviors .07 .07

Note. Standardized betas are reported in this table. Z-scores were calculated to create comparable scales for the
analysis. ~p <.10, *p<.05, ¥**p <.01, ***p<.001

fit with those of Study 1, by again demonstrating the impor-
tance of the potential to receive attention for prosocial acts.

There was also a tendency for more narcissistic people to
engage in emotional prosocial behaviors, which indicates that
more narcissistic people are more likely to help after seeing
strong signals of distress. This was an unexpected finding, and
should be further explored in future research. Previous re-
search has found that people who score high in narcissistic
exploitativeness are better at recognizing negative emotions
in others (Konrath et al. 2014a). The authors speculate that this
may be because more exploitative people are better attuned to
vulnerability in others so that they can take advantage of it.
But Study 2 suggests that at times signals of vulnerability in
others (i.e. distress) may promote helping behavior among
more narcissistic people. Perhaps more narcissistic people en-
joy the feeling of being a “hero” and “rescuing” people in
distress. Future studies should vary the level of emotional
distress and the audience (alone versus in public) to examine
under which situations more narcissistic people are likely to
help.

Finally, Study 2 found that more narcissistic people were
marginally less likely to help after being asked. However,
since this was not as robust as the other findings, we do not
discuss it further. Taken together, these results specify under
which conditions more narcissistic people may be likely to
help others. People who score higher in narcissism may be
just as willing to volunteer for nonprofit organizations as
others, but they prefer to engage in prosocial activities that
can be seen by others, rather than anonymously. They also
prefer to help after seeing strong signals of distress in others.

Study 3 Overview

Study 3 can further increase our understanding of the
prosocial behavior of more narcissistic people by asking about
the frequencies of other kinds of prosocial behaviors, not just
formal prosocial behaviors such as volunteering or communi-
ty involvement. Study 3 also directly measured participants’
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self-reported motives for volunteering, rather than inferring
motivations based upon the types of helping behaviors that
they engage in. We further sought to examine whether social
desirability played a role in the relationship between narcis-
sism and prosociality. Thus, we controlled for it in Study 3.
Finally, in Study 3 we compared the responses of people scor-
ing high in narcissism to those scoring high in dispositional
empathic concern and perspective taking.

Study 3 Method

Participants Following an IRB-approved protocol, under-
graduates in an advanced research methods class at a large
Midwestern university recruited a large sample of participants
using flyers, social network posts, email requests, and person-
al invitations. The final sample included 819 adults who
responded to an online questionnaire with measures related
to narcissism, prosociality, media usage, health, and well-be-
ing. Nineteen people did not respond to the narcissism mea-
sure, so they were excluded from further analyses, leaving a
final sample of 800 (Mean age=27.86, SD=13.86, range =18
to 82; 73.6 % female; 84.3 % Caucasian). The sample was
highly educated, with 87.5 % of the population having at least
some college. The sample was also relatively high in income:
the average gross annual household income was in the $75,
000 to $99,999 range. Note that the exact number of partici-
pants in each analysis varies slightly depending on the number
of respondents for each scale.

Measures The measures used in this study were embedded
within the larger battery of questionnaires. Narcissism was
measured using the original forced-choice version of the
NPI-16 (Ames et al. 2006). For each of 16 items, participants
chose the statement that best applied to them from two choices
(0=non-narcissistic, e.g., “Sometimes I am not sure of what 1
am doing”; 1=narcissistic, e.g., “I always know what I'm
doing”). We calculated a total narcissism score by summing
the narcissistic items (oc=.73).Dispositional empathy was
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assessed using two 7-item subscales of the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (Davis 1983). Empathic Concern involves
more emotional aspects of empathy, measuring people’s ten-
dency to feel compassion and care for those in need (e.g., “/
often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate
than me”; oc=.79). Perspective Taking involves more cogni-
tive aspects of empathy, measuring people’s tendency to imag-
ine others’ thoughts and viewpoints (e.g., “I sometimes try to
understand my friends better by imagining how things look
from their perspective”; oc=.79). For both subscales, the scale
endpoints were 1=does not describe me very well; 5=de-
scribes me very well.

The prosocial behaviors measure was taken from the 2002
General Social Survey altruism module (Smith et al. 2013).
Participants were asked how often in the past 12 months they
performed 17 different prosocial behaviors (1=not at all in
the past year, 6 =more than once a week; e.g., Gave food to a
homeless person, Helped somebody find a job). We averaged
the items, such that higher numbers indicated more frequent
prosocial behaviors (oc=.81).

Motives for volunteering were assessed using a 12-item
version of the Volunteer Functions Inventory (Clary et al.
1998). Participants responded to 2 items for each of six po-
tential motives for volunteering: Altruistic (e.g., “I feel com-
passion toward people in need;” «=.85), Social (e.g.,
“Others with whom I am close place a high value on commu-
nity service;” «=.89), Career (e.g., “I can make new contacts
that might help my business or career;” «=.86), Esteem (e.g.,
“Volunteering makes me feel better about myself,” x=.81),
Understanding (e.g., “I can explore my own strengths;”
«=.70), and Protective (e.g., “Volunteering is a good escape
from my own troubles;” «=.84). Participants were asked to
indicate how important or accurate each of these reasons were
(or would be) for volunteering (1=not at all important / ac-
curate for you; 7= extremely important / accurate for you).

Social desirability was measured by summing the 10-items
of the shortened Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale
(Strahan and Gerbasi 1972). A sample item is “I never hesitate
to go out of my way to help someone in trouble” (x=.60;
1 =socially desirable response, 0=less desirable response).
Note the low Cronbach alpha for this scale. In the original
scale development paper, the alphas in four studies were:
49, .62, .62, and .75 (Strahan and Gerbasi 1972). Such low
reliabilities are to be expected when using shorter scales, and
researchers should use longer scales in future work. We cau-
tion readers to consider these issues when interpreting these
results.

Study 3 Results

Descriptive Statistics See Table 3 for descriptive statistics
and raw intercorrelations between the variables.

Data Analysis Plan We ran three separate regression analyses
to examine to what extent the prosocial variables (frequency
of prosocial behaviors, and each of the six motives for
volunteering) were uniquely associated with narcissism. In
Step 1 of the regression we entered the seven prosocial vari-
ables as predictor variables and narcissism as the outcome
variable, and in Step 2, we entered gender and social desir-
ability as covariates. Z-scores were calculated to create com-
parable scales for the analysis. See Table 4 for the standard-
ized betas and significance levels.

Narcissism People who scored higher in narcissism reported
more frequent prosocial behaviors, less importance of altruis-
tic motives for volunteering, and marginally more importance
of understanding motives for volunteering (See Table 4). As
can be seen in Table 4, these results remained similar when
controlling for gender and social desirability. Gender was sig-
nificantly associated with narcissism, 3=.17, p<.001, with
males scoring higher than females, as per prior research
(Foster et al. 2003). In addition, more narcissistic people
scored lower in social desirability, 3 =—.10, p =.004, also rep-
licating prior research (Konrath et al. 2014Db).

Perspective Taking People who scored higher in perspective
taking reported more frequent prosocial behaviors, more im-
portance of altruistic motives for volunteering, and marginally
less importance of esteem motives for volunteering. No other
effects emerged as significant (See Table 4). The results
remained similar when controlling for gender and social de-
sirability, with two minor exceptions. When adding the covar-
iates, perspective taking became marginally associated with
less importance of social motives, and was also no longer
significantly associated with esteem motives. However, all
effects remained in the same direction and only changed by
betas of between .00-.04, suggesting that the influence of gen-
der and social desirability is minor.Unlike in prior research
(O’Brien et al. 2013), gender was unrelated to perspective
taking, 3=.00, p=.96. However, perspective taking was sig-
nificantly associated with higher social desirability, (3 =.26,
p<.001, as has been found in prior research (Watson and
Morris 1991).

Empathic Concern People who scored higher in empathic
concern reported more frequent prosocial behaviors, more im-
portance of altruistic motives for volunteering, and marginally
more importance of protective motives for volunteering. More
empathic concern was also associated with less importance of
social and career motives for volunteering. As can be seen in
Table 4, these results remained similar when controlling for
gender and social desirability.

Gender was significantly associated with empathic con-
cern, 3=—.12, p<.001, with males scoring lower than fe-
males as per prior research (O’Brien et al. 2013). In addition,
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Table 3 Raw correlations between all measures in Study 3

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Narcissism
2. Perspective Taking S Rl
3. Empathic Concern —18¥¥*  5p¥*k
4. Frequency of prosocial behaviors Jd6xx* A7REx - DQRR*
5. Altruistic motives for volunteering —15¥¥*x - PRk 5QFEEk Jo¥**
6. Social motives for volunteering -.04 .09* Jdexxx 12%* R il
7. Career motives for volunteering .03 .04 .01 .02 24%xx 0 FOFE*
8. Esteem motives for volunteering -.02 A1 ol | b SqEEx - QoFREE ASHR*
9. Protective motives for volunteering .00 10** ool B § ool K fot R A ) BN (A
10. Understanding motives for volunteering .00 JOFxx - 3oFkx - [QFkR . SQFER S3xwkE - AOFEER pQFEE SO¥HE
M 435 3.56 3.83 242 5.00 3.74 3.85 4.07 324 438
SD 3.09 .64 .63 .58 1.02 1.36 1.55 1.33 1.44 1.13
Range 0-14 1450 1650 1052 1-6 1-6 1-6 1-6 1-6 1-6

Note. ~p<.10, ¥*p<.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001

empathic concern was positively associated with social desir-
ability, 3=.13, p<.001, also replicating prior research
(Watson and Morris 1991).

Study 3 Discussion

Taken together, Study 3 found that while narcissism, perspec-
tive taking, and empathic concern all predicted more frequent
prosocial behaviors, more narcissistic people had different mo-
tives for volunteering than those who scored higher in perspec-
tive taking or empathic concern. The biggest difference was
with respect to altruistic motives for volunteering, with more
narcissistic people saying that they placed less importance on
altruistic motives and with more empathic people (both per-
spective taking and empathic concern) placing more impor-
tance on altruistic motives when volunteering. More narcissistic
people also placed marginally more importance on learning
something new (Understanding) when volunteering, but this
motive was unrelated to either type of empathy.

Both types of empathy were associated with placing greater
important on altruistic motives. However, people scoring high
in perspective taking had different motive profiles in other
ways compared to those scoring high in empathic concern.
Perspective taking was associated with slightly less important
social and esteem motives, however, since these results
changed in response to the covariates, they were less robust
and will not be further discussed. Empathic concern, on the
other hand, was consistently associated with less important
social and career motives, even when including covariates.
Although empathic concern was associated with slightly more
important protective motives, these results were only margin-
ally significant and thus will therefore not be discussed
further.

General Discussion

Although much is known about the relationship between nar-
cissism and antisocial behaviors, there is less research

Table 4 Results of three separate
regression analyses examining the
independent relationships

Perspective taking
(outcome 2)

Empathic concern
(outcome 3)

Narcissism
(outcome 1)

between the prosocial variables
and narcissism, perspective
taking, and empathic concern in
Study 3

Prosocial measures (predictors)
Frequency of prosocial behaviors
Altruistic motives

Social motives

Career motives

Esteem motives

Protective motives
Understanding motives

Overall Adjusted  Overall  Adjusted  Overall Adjusted
—-.04 -.05 -.05 -07~ —.09%* —.09%*
.04 .04 -.03 -01 B CROUEES o
.05 .05 -.09~ -.07 -02 -01
-.03 -02 .03 .04 07~ 07~
.10~ A1* .06 .06 .05 .04

Note. Standardized betas are reported in this table. Z-scores were calculated to create comparable scales for the
analysis. Adjusted models controlled for gender and social desirability. ~p <.10, *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001

@ Springer



Curr Psychol (2016) 35:182—-194

191

examining the relationship between narcissism and
prosociality. In the current paper, we added to this growing
literature by examining the relationship between narcissism
and prosocial motives and self-reported behaviors. Taken to-
gether, the studies found that the prosociality of more narcis-
sistic people depended upon the type of prosocial behavior
and also the motive for engaging in it.

For example, those who scored higher in narcissism, per-
spective taking, and empathic concern all reported that they
tend to frequently engage in self-reported prosocial behavior,
even when controlling for social desirability (Study 3).
However, more narcissistic people may place less importance
of behaving prosocially for altruistic reasons. Thus, people
should not assume that if more narcissistic people are heavily
involved in prosocial activities, that these are necessarily mo-
tivated by altruistic concerns.

With respect to volunteering specifically, perspective tak-
ing and empathy both predicted more importance of altruistic
motives, however, narcissism was associated with less impor-
tance of altruistic motives for volunteering (Study 3). This
finding replicated prior research (Brunell et al. 2014; Davis
et al. 2003). The very same behavior (volunteering) is moti-
vated quite differently depending on one’s traits. In addition,
more narcissistic people said they prefer to help people when
others are watching, and not when anonymous (Study 2). This
also replicated prior research (Eberly-Lewis and Coetzee
2015). We also examined how behaviors in the ice bucket
challenge were related to narcissism. We found that more nar-
cissistic people were less likely to donate money, but more
likely to engage in ‘slacktivism’ by posting an online video of
themselves pouring ice water over their head (Study 1). The
fact that more narcissistic people prefer to give when there is
an audience makes using the internet for prosocial behavior a
natural fit, especially when it involves video posting or other
attention grabbing stunts.

It is doubtful that more narcissistic people showed this
unique pattern of prosociality because they wanted to appear
more empathic or prosocial to others. Narcissism is either
uncorrelated or negatively correlated with social desirability
(Watson et al. 1984; Watson and Morris 1991). Social desir-
ability scales include prosocial items such as “I never hesitate
to go out of my way to help someone in trouble,” so if narcis-
sistic people cared about looking prosocial they should score
higher on social desirability. Also, in Study 3, we found that
the results remained virtually identical when controlling for
social desirability, which is a novel contribution of this paper.

Instead, the Extended Agency Model may help to explain
these results. It describes narcissism as prioritizing agency
(e.g., status, power) over communion (e.g., warmth, connec-
tion), which creates characteristic interpersonal (e.g., self-pro-
motion) and intrapersonal strategies (e.g. self-serving
biases;Campbell and Foster 2007). It makes sense that people
who prioritize agentic concerns would be strategic helpers

who only help when it could help themselves in some way,
such as by receiving direct reciprocation or by receiving
something intangible such as attention, which is an important
source of narcissistic esteem. Thus, narcissistic people should
be more likely to participate in prosocial behaviors that are
seen by others, which would increase the chance for receiving
praise or attention for them. In contrast, people who prioritize
communal concerns, such as more empathic people, seem to
be more guided by others’ needs when deciding to help, com-
pared to more narcissistic people.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

We take a more comprehensive approach to prosociality than
prior research by examining different kinds of prosocial be-
havior, including informal prosocial behavior (e.g., everyday
acts of helping such as allowing a stranger to move ahead in
line), and formal prosocial behavior (e.g., volunteering, char-
itable donations). Indeed, to our knowledge, the relationship
between narcissism and charitable donations has received lim-
ited attention in prior research (Study 1). We also examined
more psychological aspects of prosocial behaviors, such as the
situations (Studies 1 and 2) and motives (Study 3) that elicit
them. Overall, we found that behaviors themselves may be
less important in identifying more narcissistic people, and
instead, narcissism can better be identified through the situa-
tions (the presence of attention, rewards) and motives (low
focus on others’ needs) that elicit prosocial behaviors.

When interpreting our results, readers should be aware that
they are based on non-representative samples of predominant-
ly female participants. Thus, we do not know if these results
would generalize beyond the current samples to broader pop-
ulations. However, when controlling for gender, we find that
most of the results and conclusions from the three studies in
this paper remain similar. Still, future research should examine
whether narcissism predicts strategic helping behaviors
among people of a variety of social, economic, and cultural
backgrounds.

These studies also relied on self-reports of behaviors, and
thus, future researchers should explore actual behaviors. Nearly
all research to date focuses on self-reported prosocial behavior
(Brunell et al. 2014; Eberly-Lewis and Coetzee 2015; Kauten
and Barry 2014; Naderi and Strutton 2014; Zhou et al. 2010).
However, one study used peer-reports of prosocial behaviors in
addition to self-reports, finding that although more narcissistic
people self-report more prosocial behaviors, their peers do not
perceive them that way (Kauten and Barry 2014). It is easier to
look good in self-report measures of prosocial behaviors, but
there has been limited research measuring the actual prosocial
behaviors of more narcissistic people. Although other important
work relies on hypothetical dilemmas, it is still the most akin to
behavior that currently exists. These studies have found that
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narcissism is associated with less contributions to the common
good in a resource dilemma game (Brunell et al. 2013;
Campbell et al. 2005).

Future research should also examine prosocial behaviors and
motives among different forms of narcissism such as vulnerable
narcissism, since the current studies only focused on grandiose
narcissism. Grandiose and vulnerable narcissism share many
features (e.g., need for admiration, self-focus, and inflated
self-worth), however, as its name implies, vulnerable narcissism
is also associated with negative emotions (e.g., shame), intro-
version, and evaluative concerns (Arble 2008; Hendin and
Cheek 1997). Considering that more vulnerable narcissistic
people may be more worried about how others perceive them,
the difference between self-reported and actual prosocial behav-
iors may be especially pronounced for them.

One limitation that is common to research on personality
traits, is the correlational nature of the link between narcissism
and prosociality. Although it is reasonable to assume that nar-
cissism may causally affect prosocial motivations and behav-
iors, it is also possible that the experience of prosocial moti-
vations and behaviors themselves can contribute to lower nar-
cissism. Indeed, activating a communal focus can lead to de-
creases in narcissistic tendencies (Giacomin and Jordan 2014),
and participating in prosocial behaviors can increase empathy
(Yogev and Ronen 1982). Another consideration with corre-
lational studies is the potential for third variables. In this paper,
we were able to rule out social desirability as a potential ex-
planation for our findings (Study 3), but other potential expla-
nations remain.

One plausible explanation for the unique pattern of
prosociality among people who score high in narcissism is
that they take a more “rational actor” or “economic” approach
to helping, seeing it as an exchange of their time and resources
that warrants reciprocity in some form. With this explanation
in mind, future studies should further examine under which
conditions, and for which reasons, more narcissistic people
help others. For example, researchers could experimentally
manipulate the potential for various rewards, and then exam-
ine the relationship between narcissism and helping. Future
studies could also allow participants to make these decisions
in private versus in public. The Extended Agency Model
would lead to the prediction that more narcissistic people will
only help more when their helping decisions are public, be-
cause helping for more intrinsic reasons (i.e. out of altruistic
concern) does not seem to be a priority for more narcissistic
people.

There are some practical questions that could also be ad-
dressed in future research, with implications for nonprofit or-
ganizations. For example, researchers could vary other re-
wards that approximate real-life charitable giving, such as
posting givers’ names on the internet or receiving a small gift
in return for their donation, to examine whether more narcis-
sistic people are more likely to give in these circumstances.
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Moreover, because of their less-than-altruistic motives for
volunteering, it would be important to ask whether more nar-
cissistic people are less committed to their volunteering jobs in
terms of working fewer hours per week and being more likely
to leave. In addition, some research found that narcissism is
associated with a higher need for power (Carroll 1989;
Gebauer et al. 2012). Thus, future research could examine
whether more narcissistic people are more likely to select high
power or leadership volunteer roles (e.g., announcer, spokes-
person, board member) versus more behind-the-scenes volun-
teer roles (e.g., preparing food, planning events, stuffing
envelopes).

Finally, other research has identified a relationship between
motives for volunteering and health and well-being. This re-
search has found that volunteers who prioritize other-oriented
motive, such as altruistic values and social connection, expe-
rience better well-being and physical health (i.e. lower mor-
tality risk), compared to volunteers who prioritize receiving
some sort of personal benefit such as increasing their self-
esteem or avoiding feelings of guilt (Konrath et al. 2012;
Stukas et al. 2014). Thus, future research could examine
whether narcissistic people are less likely to experience the
“joy of giving,” because of their less-than-altruistic
motivations.

Conclusion

This paper addressed some gaps in the literature, but clearly,
there is much to be learned about narcissism and prosociality.
We know a lot about the undesirable behaviors associated with
narcissism, such as aggressive behavior. We know compara-
tively very little about how, when, and why more narcissistic
people engage in prosocial behaviors. What we do know,
based on the results of this paper, is that when asking more
narcissistic people for a favor, it may be best to mention what
is in it for them.
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