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Abstract 
Recent studies have proposed two subtypes of narcissism, grandiose and vulnerable. The 

grandiose subtype of narcissism is the version of narcissism described in the DSM-IV 

(Dickinson & Pincus 2003). Vulnerable narcissists display more of a fragile grandiosity; 

vulnerable narcissists are described as closet, compensatory, shy and thin-skinned.  Their 

grandiosity is just a façade which hides their feelings of inadequacy (Miller, Widiger &  

Campbell, 2010). The two subtypes have different difficulties in their interpersonal 

relationships. Much of the research has focused on adult populations; less research has 

focused on emerging young adults. Moreover, little research has focused on the effects on 

the partners of individuals with the subtype Narcissistic tendencies. The purpose of this 

study was to further examine the differences between the two subtypes of narcissism, with 

respect to relationships, specifically the effects on their partners. Results indicated that 

partners’ vulnerable narcissism was significantly related to high levels of avoidance and 

anxiety in romantic relationships.  Likewise, grandiose narcissism was significantly related to 

avoidance and anxiety in romantic relationships. Results for multiple regressions, indicated 

that partners’ vulnerable narcissism was a better predictor of relationship difficulties than 

grandiose narcissism.   

Measures 

Grandiose and Vulnerable Narcissism 

•  A modified version of The Pathological Narcissism Inventory (PNI Pincus et al., 2009)     

•  52 item 6 point Likert scale rated from 1 (not at all like my partner) to 6 (very much like my partner) assessing 

seven subscales of pathological narcissism.  

Grandiose Narcisssism (26 items, 4 subscales):  
 

•Exploitative subscale (EXP) 
 

•manipulative interpersonal orientation. “My partner finds it easy to manipulate people”  

•Self-sacrificing self-enhancement subscale (SSSE)  
 

•use of purportedly altruistic acts to support an inflated self-image. “My partner feels important when 

others rely on them”  
 

•Grandiose fantasy subscale (GF)  
 

•engagement in compensatory fantasies of gaining success, admiration and recognition. “My partner often 

fantasizes about performing heroic deeds” 
 

•Entitlement rage subscale (ER)  

•angry affect when entitled expectations are not met. “My partner gets angry when criticized” 
 

Vulnerable Narcissism (26 items, 3 Subscales):  
     

•Contingent self esteem subscale (CSE)  
 

•fluctuating experience of self-esteem and acknowledgement of self-deregulation. “My partner needs 

others to acknowledge him/her.” 
 

•Hiding of self subscale (HS)  
 

•unwillingness to show others faults and needs. "My partner finds it hard to show others the weakness 

they feel inside” 

•Devaluating subscale (DEV)  
 

•disinterest in others who do not provide needed admiration and shame over  needing recognition from 

disappointing others. “When others disappoint my partner he/she often get angry at themselves” 
 

• A modified version of The Adjectives Check List (ACL Gough, 1952)     

•   

• 65 item measure listing adjectives that are associated specifically with each subtype.  
 

Avoidance and Anxiety 
 

• A modified version of The Experiences in Close Relationships Inventory (Brennan, Clark & Shaver, 1998) 
 

• 36 item 7 point Likert scale rated from 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly) assessing avoidance and 

 anxiety in romantic relationships.  
 

• Sample Item: “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by my partner”  

Self Well Being 
 

• The State Trait Anxiety (STAI Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene 1964),  
 

• 20 item 4 point Likert scale rated from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much so) assessing general anxiety 

 

• Sample Item: “I feel nervous” 

Introduction 

Method 

Participants 

• 104 undergraduate students (34 male and 69 females) from a small private suburban commuter college.  

•Average age : 20.09years, SD=2.59 

•83.7% Caucasian (n=87); 46% in a relationship 

Results 

Descriptive statistics: Means, Standard Deviations, Alpha Coefficients and Skewness 

Conclusions 

 Recent studies have proposed two subtypes of narcissism, grandiose and vulnerable. The grandiose 

subtype of narcissism is the version of narcissism described in the DSM-IV (Dickinson & Pincus 2003).  The 

Vulnerable narcissism displays more of a fragile grandiosity, while grandiose narcissists are seen as overt, 

oblivious, arrogant and psychopathic.  Vulnerable narcissists are described as closet, compensatory, shy and thin-

skinned.  Their grandiosity is just a façade which hides their feelings of inadequacy (Miller, Widiger and Campbell, 

2010).  Vulnerable narcissists often enhance themselves to modulate their self esteem.  They rely heavily on 

external feedback from others. These individuals disavow their own entitled expectations often leading to hostilities, 

shame and depression. Consequently social withdrawal and avoidance are used to manage low self esteem 

(Dickinson & Pinus, 2003). 
 

 The two subtypes of narcissism are found to be maladaptive in romantic relationships. In addition, each 

subtype acts differently within the relationship. Both grandiose and vulnerable narcissists are found to be viewed by 

their spouses as demanding, bossy, intolerant, argumentative, arrogant, conceited, and cruel. However spouses of 

individuals with vulnerable narcissism report their spouses to be worrying, anxious, moody, bitter, immature, 

defensive, and complaining. These traits are solely associated with the vulnerable subtype. Spouses of individuals 

with grandiose narcissism report their spouses to be aggressive, outspoken, egotistical, immodest, assertive, 

hardheaded, and determined. These traits are solely associated with the grandiose subtype (Miller, Campbell & 

Widiger, 2010: Wink, 1991). 
 

 When it comes to narcissism and romantic relationships, studies have primarily focused on the 

personality of the narcissist within romantic relationships,and their maladaptive behaviors,(Besser & Priel, 2010: 

Dickinson & Pincus, 2003: Miller, Campbell & Widiger, 2010: Wink, 1991) However, minimal research has been 

done on how these behaviors affect  the partners of narcissists.  
 

 The purpose of this study is to further examine the two subtypes of narcissism, in terms of their influence 

of their partners.  
  

 

 

 

Research Hypotheses 
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• The two subtypes will have different emotional outcomes for partners.  

 

• Specifically, it is hypothesized Vulnerable narcissism will be a better predictor of partners’ 

Relationship Avoidance and Anxiety and general Anxiety than Grandiose narcissism. 
  

*p < 0.05 

 

• Males 

• Males involved with partners who were perceived as high in Vulnerable Narcissism reported greater feelings 

of avoidance and anxiety in their relationships. 

• Males involved with partners who were perceived as high in Grandiose Narcissism  reported greater 

feelings of anxiety in their relationships. 

• For males, self well-being was not related to perceived partners’ narcissism. 
 

• Females 

• Females involved with partners who were perceived as high in Grandiose or Vulnerable Narcissism 

reported higher levels of anxiety in their relationship, but not avoidance.  

• Self well-being was positively correlated with both subtypes of narcissism. However, partners’ Vulnerable 

Narcissism emerged as the most important predictor of general well-being. 
 

• Interestingly, for females ,partners’ Grandiose Narcissism emerged as the most important predictor of feelings of 

anxiety in the relationship .Avoidance could not be predicted. In contrast, for males partners’ Vulnerable 

Narcissism predicted avoidance, but not anxiety in the relationship.  

 

  n M SD Alpha Potential Actual Skew 

Partner Narcissism               

* PNI Vulnerable 100      79.00        22.00           .93  26-156 32-138  .34 

 ADJ-Vulnerable 103       3.24         2.76           .78  0-12 0-12  1.10 

 PNI Grandiose 103      86.51       22.70           .92  25-150 32-143  .10 

 ADJ-Grandiose 102       2.10         1.35           .69  0-13 0-5  .32 

Relationship 

Attachment 

              

 Avoidance 100      45.32       21.50           .92  16-112 18-111   .95 

 Anxiety 98      60.70       22.90           .93  17-119 21-114  .31 

Self Well Being               

 State Trait Anx. 100      40.00       13.80           .94  20-80 20-75   .80 

*Males (M=84.94, SD=20.68) > Females (M=75.68, SD=22.14) ; t (97) = 2.00, p = .048, 95% CI [ .09, .25] 

  PNI 

Vulnerabl

e 

ADJ 

Vulnera

ble 

PNI 

Grandiose 

ADJ 

Grandiose 

Avoidance Anxiety State 

Trait 

Anxiety 

Partner Narcissism 

  

            

 PNI Vulnerable 1      .62*            .67*           .23            .57*          .36*       -.09 

 

 ADJ-Vulnerable  .65* 1           .36*            .48*            .27   .45*     -.14 

 PNI Grandiose  .80*  .67** 1            .38*            .49*   .19      .10 

 ADJ-Grandiose  .51*  .77*  .66* 1            .25      .13          -.08

   

Relationship Attachment             

 Avoidance  .15  .18  .12  .20 1     

 Anxiety  .45*  .42*  .51*  .50*  .34* 1   

Self Well Being 

  

            

 State Trait Anx.  .28*  .23  .66*  .20  .26*  .39* 1 

Avoidance Males Females 

Variable B SE B β  
 

95% CI B SE B β  95% CI 

Vulnerable .39 .17 .46* [2.27, 0.03] .10 .21 .10 [0.10, 0.47] 

Grandiose .14 .16 .17 [0.85, 0.40] .07 .20 .08 [0.36, 0.72] 

R2 .34 .03 

F 7.61* .84 

Anxiety Males Females 

Variable B SE B β  
 

95% CI B SE B β  95% CI 

Vulnerable .41 .21 .44+ [1.94, 0.06] .15 .21 .14 [0.72,  0.47] 

Grandiose -.11 .20 -.12 [-0.53, 0.60] .42 .20 .40* [2.13, 0.40] 

R2 .37 .26 

F 2.41 10.33* 

Self Well Being Males Females 

Variable B SE B β  
 

95% CI B SE B β  95% CI 

Vulnerable -.16 .14 -.29 [-0.44, 0.12] .28 .14 .42* [0.00, 0.55] 

Grandiose .16 .13 .30 [-0.11, 0.42] -.12 .13 -.17 [-0.37,  0.15] 

R2 .06 .09 

F .86 2.93+ 

Correlations (Males, Females)  


