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There are different types of narcissism, and the current chapter primarily reviews the 
relationship between grandiose narcissism and prosocial behavior. Unless specified otherwise, 
the term narcissism refers to grandiose narcissism, which is a personality trait that involves 
inflated self-esteem, a need for admiration, and low empathy (Miller & Campbell, 2008). A large 
body of research examines narcissism and interpersonal relationships. For example, although 
they make positive first impressions (Paulhus, 1998), they have trouble with longer-term 
relationships (Campbell & Foster, 2002; Paulhus, 1998). In addition, narcissistic people tend to 
behave aggressively, especially after being insulted or rejected (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; 
Konrath, Bushman, & Campbell, 2006).  

Yet, there is comparatively little research on narcissism and prosocial behavior, or 
actions intended to benefit others (Batson & Powell, 2003). Perhaps scholars assume that 
narcissists’ lower empathy (Hepper, Hart, & Sedikides, 2014; Watson, Grisham, Trotter, & 
Biderman, 1984), which is a key predictor of prosocial behavior (Batson, 2011; Fengqin & 
Zhaohui, 2016), implies that they will behave less prosocially overall. Or, they may assume that 
more antisocial behavior among narcissistic people implies less prosocial behavior. However, 
there are many motivations for prosocial behavior, some more altruistic and some more egoistic 
(Batson, 2011; Batson & Powell, 2003). We posit that more narcissistic people may perform 
prosocial acts strategically, for example, to improve their reputations or to receive something in 
return.  

The Extended Agency Model can guide predictions about narcissism and prosocial 
behavior (Campbell & Foster, 2007). In this model, more narcissistic people are seen as being 
especially motivated by rewards from agentic experiences, for example, those involving high 
status and power. They are also less motivated by rewards from communal sources, such as close 
relationships with others. This combination of high agency and low communion leads 
narcissistic people to seek power, status, success, and attention, in order to gain narcissistic 
esteem (e.g. feelings of pride, self-esteem, and dominance), while simultaneously avoiding 
developing deep caring social relationships.  

Thus, when narcissistic people behave prosocially, we posit that they may do so only 
after strategically attending to the potential costs and benefits, rather than making more 
emotionally-driven or automatic decisions (Zaki & Mitchell, 2013). Narcissistic people could 
strategically adjust the cost-benefit ratio of giving by lowering the cost side of the equation. For 
example, they may engage in prosocial activities that are easy, quick, and involve one-time 
commitments. So-called “slackitivism” acts such as sharing messages or liking posts on social 
media are perfect examples of this (Kristofferson, White, & Peloza, 2014).  

They could also increase the benefit side of the equation by only helping when benefits 
or rewards to themselves are obvious. Different kinds of benefits or rewards that can accrue from 
acting prosocially include tangible benefits, like free stickers or other small gifts often given by 
charities to increase donation behavior (Newman & Shen, 2012) or like gifts giving in close 
relationships (Carrier, 1991). However, there can also be intangible benefits, such as an 
increased reputation, receiving attention, or increasing recipients’ sense of obligation to return 
favors. Overall, although many people give to and help others because they care about fulfilling 
others’ needs (an altruistic motivation), the Extended Agency Model suggests that narcissistic 
people may be less intrinsically motivated by such concerns.  
Summary of key advancements: What do we know? 

We next review the research literature to date on grandiose narcissism and prosocial 
behavior, interpreting it in light of the Extended Agency Model. Some prosocial behavior occurs 
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within the context of formal, organizational settings such as nonprofit organizations (e.g. 
donating money, volunteering) or workplaces (e.g. organizational citizenship behaviors). Others 
are more informal, and occur as part of our daily lives, while interacting with friends, relatives, 
and even strangers. Across these contexts, prosocial behaviors can range from more spontaneous 
to more planned acts, more casual to more serious acts, more direct versus more indirect acts, 
and more emotional versus more practical types of support (McGuire, 1994; Pearce & Amato, 
1980; Smithson & Amato, 1982). Although research on narcissism and prosocial behavior is 
only in its infancy, it already has wide coverage across formal and informal prosocial behaviors, 
and across a number of these other dimensions.  

Formal prosocial behaviors 
Volunteering for nonprofit organizations 
 In 2015, 24.9% of Americans donated their time to nonprofit organizations ("Corporation 
for National & Community Service," 2017). Although narcissism is unrelated to the propensity 
to volunteer (Kauten & Barry, 2016; Konrath, Ho, & Zarins, 2016), this may be because people 
volunteer for many reasons, some of which are more altruistic, and some of which involve 
receiving personal benefits (Clary & Snyder, 1999; Clary et al., 1998). Theoretically, narcissistic 
people should have less altruistic, and more self-oriented, reasons for volunteering.  

However, there are some inconsistent results. Of three known studies on this topic, two 
found that narcissistic adults have less altruistic motives for volunteering (Brunell, Tumblin, & 
Buelow, 2014; Konrath et al., 2016). However, another study found no such relationship among 
college students (Brunell et al, 2014, Study 2). Of the three studies, two found that narcissistic 
people volunteer because it’s important to others, a social motive for volunteering (Brunell et al, 
2014). Two studies also found a positive association between narcissism and volunteering to 
enhance one’s career (Brunell et al, 2014). There have been inconsistent relationships between 
narcissism and two other motives: desiring to learn more (understanding motive) and desiring to 
protect oneself (protective motive; Brunell et al, 2014; Konrath et al, 2016). And oddly, no study 
has found that narcissists volunteer to enhance their self-esteem (enhancement motive).  

Overall, the results generally support the Extended Agency Model, which would predict 
that narcissism is associated with less altruistic, and more self-focused, motives for volunteering. 
However, the inconsistent results warrant further research attention.  
Charitable donations 

Americans donated $373.25 billion to charity in 2015 (O'Brien, 2017). Yet there is only 
one known study on the topic of narcissism and charitable donations (Konrath et al., 2016). In 
line with our theorizing about narcissism and ‘slacktivism,’ this study found that during a social 
media campaign to raise funds for ALS (the “ice bucket challenge”), narcissistic people were 
more likely to post a video of themselves pouring ice water on their heads, and were less likely 
to actually make a donation to the cause. We think this is because posting a video online allowed 
narcissistic people to get attention, without the actual cost of the donation.  

This area is rich for future studies. For example, since narcissistic people struggle to feel 
empathy (Hepper et al., 2014), would they be less likely to donate to basic needs charities, such 
as homeless shelters or food banks? Would they be more likely to make designated gifts, that are 
under their control, versus unrestricted gifts, in which the organization can use the money 
however it’s most needed? Would they be more likely to donate to charities in the presence of 
tangible (e.g. free gifts with donation) or intangible (e.g. in public, or having name listed on 
website) benefits? Finally, would they respond differently to different types of charitable 
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appeals? We would expect that they would be more likely to donate when the appeal was framed 
in terms of how it could benefit themselves rather than others (Willer, Wimer, & Owens, 2015). 
Organizational citizenship behaviors 

Organizational citizenship behavior is prosocial behavior in the workplace that surpasses 
organizational requirements, such as staying late, helping coworkers, and being actively involved 
(Organ, 1988). Fewer studies investigate the relationship between narcissism and organizational 
citizenship behavior, compared to those investigating counterproductive work behavior.  

Overall, narcissistic individuals perform fewer organizational citizenship behaviors 
(Judge, LePine, & Rich, 2006; Min, 2013; Qureshi, Ashfaq, ul Hassan, & Imdadullah, 2015; 
Yildiz & Öncer, 2012), perhaps because they score lower in organizational trust (Yildiz & 
Öncer, 2012). Yet, there is a disconnect between self-ratings versus objective ratings. One study 
found that supervisors rated narcissistic people as less likely to perform organizational 
citizenship behaviors, while narcissistic people self-reported being more likely to perform them 
(Judge et al, 2006).  

In addition, the relationship between narcissism and organizational citizenship behaviors  
may depend upon impression management motives (Qureshi et al., 2015). For instance, one 
study found that when impression management motives were salient, the negative relationship 
between narcissism and organizational citizenship behaviors became positive (Qureshi et al., 
2015). In other words, in line with the Extended Agency Model, narcissistic employees may 
perform organizational citizenship behaviors to make a favorable impression in the workplace.  

Discrepancies between self-reported and observer-reported prosocial behavior  
 Some research examines the relationship between narcissism and combined measures of 
formal and informal prosocial behaviors. Most of these studies find that narcissism is associated 
with more self-reported prosocial behavior (Barry, Lui, & Anderson, 2017; Kauten & Barry, 
2014, 2016; Konrath et al., 2016; Zuo, Wang, Xu, Wang, & Zhao, 2016). However, one study 
finds the opposite pattern (Naderi & Strutton, 2014), and another study finds no association 
(Jonason, Li, & Teicher, 2010).  

Yet in peer-report studies, narcissism is uncorrelated with prosocial behavior (Barry et 
al., 2017; Kauten & Barry, 2014, 2016), which suggests a self-enhancement bias. To further 
complicate the picture, the parents of more narcissistic children report that they engage in more 
prosocial behavior (Kauten & Barry, 2016). Future research should try to reconcile these 
inconsistent findings by conducting additional research or a meta-analytic integration. 

Informal prosocial behaviors  
Informal prosocial behaviors occur outside of organizational contexts, within other daily 

life settings. Overall, narcissistic people tend to behave less prosocially in interactions with 
strangers. For example, in a series of hypothetical decisions, narcissistic people allocated more 
money to themselves, and less to others (Jonason et al., 2010). In a dictator game using real 
money, narcissistic people gave less money, even when others could punish such ungenerous 
behavior (Böckler, Sharifi, Kanske, Dziobek, & Singer, 2017). Narcissism is also associated with 
fewer pro-environmental behaviors and values (Naderi & Strutton, 2014), and taking more 
natural resources in commons dilemma games (Brunell et al., 2013; Campbell, Bush, Brunell, & 
Shelton, 2005). However, one study found no relationship between narcissism and the 
willingness to help by participating in future studies (Giacomin & Jordan, 2015).  
  There is very little research on narcissism and prosocial behavior with friends, 
coworkers, romantic partners, and relatives. One study examined why narcissistic people give 
gifts in romantic relationships (Hyun, Park, & Park, 2016), uncovering three key motivations: 
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intrinsic (e.g. “Because I love my partner,”), maintenance (e.g. “Because I want my partner to 
treat me well,”) and power (e.g. “Because I want to impress others.”) This study found that there 
was no relationship between narcissism and intrinsically motivated giving, but that narcissistic 
people give gifts in order to maintain their relationships and to impress others. Another study 
found that more narcissistically exploitative people felt less obligation to return favors to others 
who had helped them in the past (Brunell et al., 2013). Taken together, these studies confirm the 
Extended Agency Model by finding that communal concerns are not very motivating to 
narcissistic people when giving to known others.  

Situational factors affect the link between narcissism and prosocial behavior 
 The relationship between narcissism and prosocial behavior may depend upon situational 
factors. For example, the Prosocial Tendencies Scale (Carlo & Randall, 2002) assesses self-
reported tendencies to help in a variety of different contexts, such as in public, anonymously, 
when asked, in emotional situations, in dire situations, and for opportunistic reasons (i.e. to 
receive something in return). In line with the Extended Agency Model, narcissism is consistently 
associated with performing prosocial behaviors in public (Anderson & Costello, 2009; Eberly-
Lewis & Coetzee, 2015; Konrath et al., 2016; Moran, 2016), and it is also associated with more 
opportunistic helping (Eberly-Lewis & Coetzee, 2015; Konrath et al., 2016). Yet, narcissism is 
unrelated to helping anonymously, in response to direct requests, in emotional situations, or 
when in dire need.  

Some studies directly manipulate situational variables to examine how these factors 
might influence the relationship between narcissism and prosocial outcomes. For example, one 
study examined whether two factors differentially affected the relationship between narcissism 
and empathic responses after a stranger experienced a breakup (Hepper et al., 2014). Researchers 
varied the severity of the person’s need (either mild or severe) and the extent to which the 
situation was in the person’s control (high or low control). As would be expected from prior 
research (Hepper et al., 2014; Watson et al., 1984; Zhou, Zhou, & Zhang, 2010), narcissists had 
less empathic responses overall. However, this effect was especially strong in situations of mild 
need that were in the person’s control. Perhaps narcissistic people see these people as less 
deserving of empathy, either because of low perceived need, or because of high perceived blame. 

Another study examined whether narcissistic people could increase their empathic 
responding when instructed to do so (Hepper et al., 2014). Less narcissistic people felt empathy 
for a victim of domestic violence, whether or not they were asked to imagine her perspective.  
However, more narcissistic people only reported feeling empathy for her when they were asked 
to imagine her perspective. This implies that empathy does not come naturally for more 
narcissistic people, which might partially explain why their prosocial behavior is not typically 
driven by altruism. However, it is possible for them to empathize when directly asked.  
 In addition, narcissistic people seem to differentially respond to the degree of social 
pressure within a situation (Lannin, Guyll, Krizan, Madon, & Cornish, 2014). More narcissistic 
people are less likely to help when directly asked (high social pressure), perhaps as a show of 
interpersonal domination. However, narcissism is unrelated to the tendency to help when under 
low social pressure. Although this may seem inconsistent with research finding that narcissism is 
associated with increased public helping, there is a difference between helping when someone is 
watching and helping when someone has asked. Future research should attempt to disentangle 
these results by examining how narcissistic people behave when being observed versus when 
being directly asked to help.  

Different types of narcissism 
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Although this chapter focuses on grandiose (or overt) narcissism, other types of 
narcissism have received less attention in this literature.  
Communal narcissism 
  Both grandiose and communal narcissists are motivated by power, self-esteem, and 
entitlement (Gebauer, Sedikides, Verplanken, & Maio, 2012). However, communal narcissists 
have inflated views of their communal capacities, for example, seeing themselves as being the 
most helpful or caring person. Very little research focuses on communal narcissism and prosocial 
behavior. One study found that communal narcissists saw themselves as being helpful, warm, 
and trustworthy, but peers rated them lower on these attributes (Gebauer et al., 2012). Another 
found that communal narcissistic adolescents self-reported more anonymous prosocial behaviors, 
but not more public prosocial behaviors (Moran, 2016). Thus, in their self-reported behaviors at 
least, they appear to be more communal. However, the relationship between communal 
narcissism and prosocial behavior depends upon whether their need for power has been satisfied 
(Giacomin & Jordan, 2015). Communal narcissists are actually less likely to help when their 
power and status feels secure. However, they are more likely to help when their power and status 
feels insecure.  
Vulnerable / covert narcissism 

Both grandiose and vulnerable (or covert) narcissists have high self-focus, and a need for 
admiration, however, vulnerable narcissists experience feelings of insecurity, contingent self-
esteem, and worries about evaluation (Miller et al., 2011; Wink, 1991). The research findings on 
vulnerable narcissism and prosocial behavior are mixed. Some studies find that vulnerable 
narcissists are more prosocial (Barry et al., 2017), others find the opposite (Min, 2013; Zhou et 
al., 2010), and others find no relationship, whether helping in private or public (Kauten & Barry, 
2016; Moran, 2016), or when rated by observers (Barry et al., 2017; Kauten & Barry, 2016). 
Clearly, more research is needed, but one study demonstrates how social pressure may matter. 
Vulnerable narcissists are less likely to help when under low social pressure (Lannin et al., 
2014). However, when directly asked (high social pressure), there is no relationship between 
vulnerable narcissism and helping. Perhaps vulnerable narcissists feel uncomfortable directly 
refusing to help, but are okay with saying no in less direct situations. 

Summary  
Prior research suggests that (grandiose) narcissistic people are less likely to self-enhance 

on communal aspects of the self, compared to agentic ones (Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 
2002; Paulhus & John, 1998). However, in our review, we found that narcissistic people self-
reported more prosocial behavior, while actually behaving less prosocially. We also find that 
peers do not see them as especially prosocial. So narcissistic people may be motivated to 
exaggerate their prosociality at times, a question that warrants further understanding. However, 
in line with the Extended Agency Model, narcissistic people do not report having purely 
altruistic reasons for giving and helping. Instead, research supports the idea that narcissistic 
people are prosocial in a strategic way: they are more likely to help in public or in order to 
receive some sort of benefit or reward, and they are less likely to volunteer for altruistic reasons. 
Research has also uncovered several relevant situational variables that influence the relationship 
between narcissism and prosocial behavior. In terms of other types of narcissism, more research 
is needed to better understand why, and under which conditions, communal and vulnerable 
narcissists behave more prosocially. 

Future directions 
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Future research needs a more systematic approach that identifies situations in which 
narcissistic people are more or less likely to behave prosocially. Since the majority of research to 
date is on American adolescents and college students, this work should also be extended to 
broader populations. We recommend that scholars be guided by the Extended Agency Model and 
in particular, our application of that model in terms of the salience of the costs and benefits of 
prosocial behavior among narcissistic people.  
 To date, most research on this topic is correlational, which is not surprising given that 
narcissism is a trait. However, it is currently unknown how narcissism causally influences 
prosocial behavior. Thus, we recommend experiments that manipulate state narcissism levels 
(i.e. temporary self-focused states) to determine how narcissism affects prosocial behaviors 
across different situations. Related to this, some of the best studies to date vary situational 
variables and examine how narcissistic people react (e.g. Hepper et al, 2014). We recommend 
that future researchers continue to do so in order to determine key precipitating conditions for 
prosocial behavior among narcissistic people. It might be fruitful to directly examine to what 
extent narcissistic people rationally attend to the costs and benefits of prosocial behavior, versus 
taking a more intuitive, automatic approach to helping others (Zaki & Mitchell, 2013). 
 The literature currently includes wide coverage of different types of prosocial behaviors 
(McGuire, 1994; Pearce & Amato, 1980; Smithson & Amato, 1982). However, the majority of 
the research involves recipients who are strangers, rather than known others. Among strangers, 
there is very limited research on the topics of charitable donations and more serious helping (e.g. 
emergency). Among known others, there is no known research on the topic of narcissism and 
more intensive caregiving behaviors, either with loved ones (e.g. caring for infants or sick 
relatives) or with strangers (e.g. providing care as part of one’s profession).  
 Research on narcissism and prosocial behavior is in its early stages, with many exciting 
potential future directions. For now, based on the results of this review, we would advise people 
that they should pay attention to narcissists’ actions, rather than their words, and that when 
narcissistic people do behave prosocially, it might be judicious to question their motives.   
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