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Abstract
Previous research indicates narcissism can aid stress management. Nonetheless, its common perception and dissemina-
tion as socially aversive may hamper its acknowledgment and use as an asset in the context of stress. This experimental 
study investigated the effects of receiving positive or negative information (i.e., prompts) about narcissism in the context 
of stress on attitudes towards this trait’s association with stress. It also assessed individuals’ experiences of narcissism’s 
stress-coping properties when one believes themselves to be a high narcissism scorer, via an online survey. Hundred and 
five adults ( Mage = 32.0; 22–64 years) completed measures of state-stress, music preferences, and narcissism. They were 
then randomly assigned to either the positive or negative prompt groups, being shown information highlighting the positive 
or negative impact of narcissism on stress management, respectively. Participants were then informed they scored above 
average on narcissism, despite their actual questionnaire scores, and undertook a stress-inducing procedure. Self-reported 
stress, implicit and explicit attitudes were measured pre- and post-prompt presentation. Results showed that, while prompts 
did not influence attitudes nor stress outcomes, individuals displayed neutral implicit attitudes towards narcissism’s asso-
ciation with stress across measurement timepoints. These findings suggest that people’s attitudes towards narcissism in the 
context of stress have not been deteriorated by this trait’s predominant negative depiction outside this context. Therefore, 
the dissemination and establishment of narcissism as an asset for stress-coping may be received by the general population 
with less resistance than anticipated.

Keywords Personality · Subclinical narcissism · Stress · Implicit attitudes · Explicit attitudes

Stress is a state of imbalance in which external or inter-
nal demands are perceived to exceed one’s available coping 
resources (Colman, 2015; Fink, 2010). It is inherent to the 
human experience and, depending on how one responds to it, 
it can be substantially detrimental to well-being and every-
day functioning (Fink, 2010). Several personality traits have 
been found to foster adaptive stress responses and/or dimin-
ish the manifestation of maladaptive ones (Darshani, 2014; 
Kaur, 2015; Kilby et al., 2018; Soliemanifar et al., 2018). 
Though many of these traits are predominantly desirable 
across contexts (e.g., mental toughness), other less unequiv-
ocally advantageous traits may also protect against the nega-
tive effects of everyday stress (Gomes Arrulo-Clarke et al., 
n.d.)). This is the case with subclinical narcissism which, 

despite evidence highlighting its association with stress-cop-
ing (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021, 2022; Papageorgiou et al., 
2019c), remains predominantly regarded as aversive (e.g., 
Hartung et al., 2021; Ścigała et al., 2021). Thus, compared 
to desirable traits, the acknowledgement of narcissism as 
beneficial for stress-coping may be harder to foster.

Subclinical narcissism is a personality trait that is part 
of the Dark Triad (DT), a personality cluster with a wide-
spread malevolent connotation (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). 
Narcissism is characterized by a sense of superiority, entitle-
ment, and inflated self-image, and is often associated with 
socially undesirable behaviors (e.g., aggression, use of anti-
social tactics) (Muris et al., 2017). Though widely perceived 
as aversive, research has reported links between narcissism 
and successful mental health outcomes (e.g., improved psy-
chological health, adaptive tendencies against psychopathol-
ogy) (Papageorgiou et al., 2019b; Sedikides et al., 2004). As 
previously mentioned, the associations between narcissism 
and stress have been particularly noteworthy, as evidence 
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suggests narcissism offers a unique contribution to stress-
coping, compared to other “dark” traits (e.g., Machiavel-
lianism) (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021; Papageorgiou et al., 
2019a). In fact, growing evidence highlighting the benefits 
of narcissism in this context has challenged its inclusion in 
the DT cluster (Papageorgiou et al., 2019c), setting it apart 
from other negatively perceived traits.

Narcissism has been linked to favorable physiological 
(e.g., lower skin conductance response and cardiac decel-
eration in anticipation of an aversive stimulus) (Kelsey 
et al., 2001) and psychological (e.g., perceived stress) stress 
responses (Papageorgiou et al., 2019c; Richardson & Boag, 
2016). More recently, narcissism’s stress-coping properties 
have been found to manifest themselves across different 
environments (i.e., within and beyond laboratory settings) 
and in the presence of different types of stressors (e.g., face-
to-face and remote stress induction) (Gomes Arrulo et al., 
2021, 2022). The recurrence of these advantageous effects 
reinforces the uniqueness of narcissism as a “dark” trait 
with valuable adaptive features in this context. Yet, the term 
“narcissism” remains widely stigmatized in the media, being 
broadly, and sometimes misguidedly, used to portray those 
who display self-promoting and individualistic behaviors in 
a negative light (Freestone et al., 2020).

Media sources can influence individuals’ perception of 
the topics it portrays, with the positive or negative framing 
of such topics often shaping one’s attitudes towards them 
(Oredein et al., 2020). This can occur via observational 
learning (i.e., individuals observing a model and using the 
information gathered to guide own actions), according to 
social learning theory (Bandura & McClelland, 1977). Mass 
media can occupy a central role in everyday learning as a 
powerful symbolic (i.e., real/fictional characters behaving 
in films, books, media) or verbal instructional (i.e., descrip-
tions/explanations regarding a behavior) model (Bandura 
& McClelland, 1977; O’Rorke, 2006). This role becomes 
exacerbated when considering our current unprecedented 
accessibility and susceptibility to mass media (Fletcher & 
Park, 2017). Given this and the pervasive dissemination 
of the costs related to narcissistic behaviors in the media 
(Freestone et al., 2020), one may interiorize narcissism as 
fundamentally unfavorable via exposure to mass media. 
Moreover, literature suggests the excessive emphasis of nar-
cissism as representing morally perverse everyday behav-
iors can negate its complexity in the public eye (Freestone 
et al., 2020). Therefore, people may also become hesitant or 
unwilling to recognize narcissism’s contextual advantages, 
and wrongly extend its widespread aversiveness to the con-
text of stress. Additionally, narcissists may often manifest 
interpersonal difficulties, debilitated well-being, and nega-
tive health outcomes, such as suicidal behavior (Freestone 
et al., 2020). Notably, individuals at risk of suicide have 
been found to seek information regarding suicidality and 

self-harm in media sources (Gimbrone et al., 2021). There-
fore, although affective temperaments may help determine 
actual lifetime suicide attempts (Baldessarini et al., 2017), 
the excessively negative representation of narcissism in the 
media may also perpetuate the manifestation of suicidal ten-
dencies in narcissists.

By shaping individuals’ attitudes and expectations, obser-
vational learning may also modulate how the stress-coping 
properties of narcissism are manifested and experienced. In 
fact, observational learning has been found to facilitate the 
emergence of placebo and nocebo effects (Bajcar & Bąbel, 
2018). Thus, the manifestation of narcissism’s stress-coping 
properties may vary in function of learned attitudes towards 
and expectations regarding this trait. Though several studies 
have reported the effects of narcissism on stress (e.g., Cole-
man et al., 2019; Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021, 2022; Papageor-
giou et al., 2019c), no research to date has yet investigated 
whether learned information about such effects can alter 
their manifestation.

Considering this, while empirical evidence has provided 
valuable insight into the role of narcissism for stress-coping, 
its benefits may be received with resistance from the general 
population due to its widespread aversiveness. Such resist-
ance may translate into (1) a reluctance to recognize narcis-
sism as contextually beneficial or avail of its stress-coping 
benefits, and (2) a weakened manifestation of such benefits. 
Thus, to establish narcissism as an asset to stress manage-
ment, we must first examine the extent of this resistance 
and whether it can be overcome by exposure to information 
regarding its advantageous contribution to stress-coping.

Present study

This study will investigate the effects of receiving positive 
or negative information (i.e., prompts, as small-scale verbal 
instructional models resembling mass media) regarding nar-
cissism in the context of stress on (1) attitudes towards this 
trait’s association with stress and (2) actual experiences of 
its stress-coping properties if one believes themselves to be 
a high narcissism scorer, in healthy adults. Referring to these 
main study aims, it was hypothesized that those presented 
with a positive prompt (i.e., ‘positive prompt’ group) would 
display (1) more positive attitudes and (2) lower stress levels 
post-prompt, compared to those presented with a negative 
prompt (i.e., ‘negative prompt’ group).

It should be noted that narcissism has been found to pre-
dict beneficial stress responses both directly and indirectly 
(i.e., moderated by classical music preferences and habitual 
music uses) in experimental studies using stress-inducing 
paradigms (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021, 2022). However, 
these advantageous effects have not been consistently 
reported in Gomes Arrulo et al. (2021) and in Gomes Arrulo 
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et al. (2022). Therefore, to consolidate the role of narcissism 
in this context, the effects of narcissism, both direct and as 
moderated by classical music preferences and habitual music 
uses, on stress levels reported before and after successful 
stress induction will also be examined as additional analyses, 
as per Gomes Arrulo et al. (2021) and Gomes Arrulo et al. 
(2022). A modified version of the Trier Social Stress Test 
(TSST) (Kirschbaum et al., 1993), a reliable stress induction 
procedure (Allen et al., 2017), was used to induce stress 
remotely, as per Gomes Arrulo et al. (2022), as the present 
study was conducted via an online survey.

Methods

Pilot study

A pilot study (N = 10; M = 27.9  years, SD = 12.2; 70% 
females) was conducted to assess the feasibility of the pro-
cedure (see Pilot Study Analysis in Online Resource 1).

The outcomes from an a priori power analysis using 
G*Power 3 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that a sample of 99 
participants would be required to achieve a power of 0.80, 
α = 0.05. The values for the slopes and standard deviations 
for the predictor and outcome variables were determined 
using data derived from a previous study concerning the 
effect of narcissism on stress (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2022).

Participants

Participants self-selected to take part in this study via an 
advertisement posted on Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mturk). 
Participants were required to be 18 years old or above. Indi-
viduals who were taking medication for and/or had been 
diagnosed with any psychiatric/psychological disorder(s), 
had experienced a traumatic event in the month preceding 
survey completion, and/or were pregnant were excluded 
from the study.

Initial survey entries were removed if (1) they con-
sisted of a duplicated (n = 405) and/or incomplete (n = 201) 
response, (2) they were flagged as ‘spam’ by the survey 
software (n = 10), (3) participants admitted to not have fol-
lowed the instructions accurately (n = 93), (4) participants 
responded “yes” to at least one of the exclusion criteria 
(n = 77), and/or (5) participants failed two or more attention 
checks in the survey (n = 1). Six participants were added to 
the estimated target sample size (N = 99) to account for other 
potential issues (e.g., missing data). However, as no further 
removals were necessary, the final sample consisted of 105 
adults ( Mage = 32.0; SD = 8.3, range = 22–64 years; 59.0% 
females, 41.0% males). Regarding ethnic background, 76.2% 
identified as White, 16.2% as Black, African, Caribbean, or 
Black British, 5.7% as Asian or Asian British, 1.0% selected 

‘Mixed or Multiple Ethnic Groups’, and 1.0% selected 
‘Other’; 97.1% were native English speakers. All partici-
pants received a £2.25 payment. This study was approved by 
the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 
Ethics Committee (EPS 21_112).

Materials

Stress manipulation

A modified TSST (Kirschbaum et al., 1993) developed for 
a previous study was used to induce mild to moderate acute 
stress remotely (see Stress Manipulation in Online Resource 
1 for details on the original procedure). Participants were ini-
tially asked to imagine they had applied for their ideal job and 
given three minutes to prepare a convincing speech explaining 
why they were the most suitable candidate for the position. 
They were told they would need to record this speech later on 
via webcam for their suitability for the role to be subsequently 
assessed. Participants were then instructed to count backward 
from 2023 in decrements of 17 and to input the results of each 
mental calculation in writing. They were asked to restart from 
2023 after every wrong answer. The mental arithmetic task 
lasted five minutes. In reality, participants did not have to 
record nor deliver their speech, though they were not made 
aware of this until the end of the experiment.

Measures

The Short Dark Triad questionnaire (SD3) – ‘Narcis-
sism’ subscale (Jones & Paulhus, 2014), the Short Test of 
Music Preferences Revised (STOMP-R) (Rentfrow & Gos-
ling, 2003), and the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale 
(DASS21) – ‘Stress’ subscale (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) 
were used to measure narcissism, classical music prefer-
ences, and state-stress, respectively (see Measures in Online 
Resource 1). A single question asking participants to indi-
cate the purposes for which they usually listened to music 
(i.e., emotion regulation, entertainment, relaxation, stimula-
tion, or ‘other’) was used to measure habitual music uses. 
Only ‘emotion regulation’ and ‘relaxation’ were of inter-
est, as per Gomes Arrulo et al. (2021)’s findings. Explicit 
attitudes towards narcissism in the context of stress were 
measured using a 3-item questionnaire asking participants 
to indicate to what extent they associated narcissism with 
stress management, stress-coping ability, and stress regula-
tion, separately, via a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 
5 = very much). The higher the sum of scores on each item, 
the more positive one’s explicit attitudes towards narcissism 
in the context of stress. Aggregated explicit attitudes scores 
ranged from 3 to 15. Stress levels were measured using a 
10-point Likert scale (1 = not stressed at all, 10 = extremely 
stressed).
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The Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald et al., 
1998) was used to measure implicit attitudes towards nar-
cissism in the context of stress via iatgen, a tool that builds 
and analyses IATs within Qualtrics surveys (Carpenter et al., 
2019). IATs assess implicit links between target concepts 
and evaluative categories through a set of seven stimuli 
blocks, in which participants are asked to sort words or 
images representing a target or category by pressing the “e” 
or “i” keys on their keyboard, according to whether the stim-
ulus displayed belongs to the concept/category presented on 
the left or the right of the screen, respectively (Carpenter 
et al., 2019).

In this study, ‘narcissistic personality’/ ‘non-narcissistic 
personality’ were used as target concepts and ‘beneficial to 
stress-coping’/ ‘not beneficial to stress-coping’ as evaluative 
categories (see Words Presented in IAT in Online Resource 
1). Following the traditional IAT procedure, the blocks used 

were as follows: blocks 1 and 2 (20 trials each), which were 
practice blocks presenting target concepts only and evalu-
ative categories only, respectively; a combined block made 
up of blocks 3 (20 practice trials) and 4 (40 critical trials), 
presenting paired target concepts and evaluative categories; 
block 5 (40 trials), a practice block presenting evaluative 
categories displayed on the opposite side of the screen in 
which they were displayed in block 2; and a second com-
bined block consisting of blocks 6 (20 practice trials) and 7 
(40 critical trials), presenting paired concepts and categories 
in their reversed position compared to the first combined 
block (see Fig. 1) (Carpenter et al., 2019; Greenwald et al., 
1998). Following Greenwald et al.’s (1998) methodology, 
a D-score (i.e., overall standardized difference score) was 
computed for each participant using the data recorded in 
the combined blocks (Carpenter et al., 2019; Greenwald 
et al., 1998). Positive D-scores were interpreted as positive 

Note. The IAT included (a) blocks of target concepts, (b) blocks of evaluative categories, and (c, d) combined blocks. The words in the darker and lighter shades
are words associated with the target concepts and evaluative categories, respectively 

Fig. 1  Screen Displays for the Different Types of IAT Blocks Presented
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implicit attitudes, as these indicated participants responded 
faster when ‘narcissistic personality’ was paired with ‘ben-
eficial to stress-coping’. Negative D-scores were interpreted 
as negative implicit attitudes, as these indicated participants 
responded faster when ‘narcissistic personality’ was paired 
with ‘not beneficial to stress-coping’. D-scores of 0 were 
interpreted as neutral attitudes, as this indicated there were 
no differences in response speeds between the two combined 
blocks.

Design

This study was a double-blind randomized controlled trial 
using a mixed design. The independent variables were 
prompt group and time. The prompt group, a between-partic-
ipants variable, had 2 levels: ‘positive’ and ‘negative’. Time, 
a within-participants variable, had 2 levels: ‘pre-prompt’ 
and ‘post-prompt’. The dependent variables were explicit 
attitudes, implicit attitudes, and self-reported stress levels 
(ranging from 0 to 10), recorded at pre- and post-prompt. 
State-stress was included as a covariate, where appropriate, 
to control for individual differences in the emotional state of 
stress. ‘Narcissism scores’, a between-participants variable 
ranging from 1 to 5, was added to assess the relationship 
between narcissism and stress, as additional analyses. Pref-
erence for classical music, ranging from 1 to 7, and music 
uses, both between-participants variables, were added as 
potential moderators in the relationship between narcissism 
and stress.

Apparatus and procedure

Potential participants were initially informed the study 
investigated the relationship between personality and cog-
nitive performance. Participants were not made aware of 
the real study aims nor its stress-inducing component. After 
signing up for the study, participants were directed to an 
online Qualtrics survey to be completed using a laptop/
computer and randomly assigned to the positive or negative 

prompt group via a Qualtrics’ randomizer tool. Once writ-
ten informed consent was given, participants’ eligibility was 
confirmed using a pre-screening questionnaire. Ineligible 
individuals were directed to the end of the survey and no 
compensation was awarded. Those deemed eligible com-
pleted a demographics form and measures of music prefer-
ences, music uses, and state-stress. Pre-prompt stress levels, 
as well as implicit and explicit attitudes towards narcissism 
in the context of stress were then measured. Following this, 
narcissism scores were recorded. The positive prompt group 
was then shown information linking narcissism to positive 
stress outcomes, while the negative prompt group was shown 
information linking narcissism to negative stress outcomes 
(see Prompts in Online Resource 1). All participants were 
then told they had scored above average on the narcissism 
questionnaire, irrespective of their actual scores, and under-
took the stress-inducing procedure. Immediately after this, 
post-prompt stress levels, as well as implicit and explicit atti-
tudes towards narcissism in the context of stress were meas-
ured. Participants were then fully debriefed and compen-
sated for their time. The survey included attention and data 
quality checks throughout to verify participants responded 
attentively and followed instructions carefully (see Attention 
and Data Quality Checks in Online Resource 1). The overall 
duration of the experiment was approximately 40–50 min. 
The experimental timeline is displayed in Fig. 2.

Statistical analyses

Paired samples t-tests were conducted to examine differ-
ences in explicit and implicit attitudes measured pre- and 
post-prompt. Independent t-tests were used to assess dif-
ferences in explicit and implicit attitudes between groups. 
A two-way mixed ANCOVA, with state-stress included as 
a covariate, was used to examine the effectiveness of the 
stress manipulation and differences in stress levels between 
groups. Simple linear regressions were used as additional 
analysis to examine the direct relationship between narcis-
sism and stress. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses, 

Fig. 2  Experimental Timeline
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with state-stress added as a covariate, were used to assess the 
moderating effect of classical music preferences and habit-
ual music uses on the relationship between narcissism and 
stress. Analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 
for Mac Version 27 and the iatgen R package (Carpenter 
et al., 2021; R Core Team, 2018).

Results

Descriptive statistics for all variables of interest are dis-
played in Table 1.

Implicit & explicit attitudes

Two independent t-tests and two paired samples t-tests 
showed there were no significant differences in explicit 
and implicit attitudes between prompt groups nor in 
pre- to post-prompt explicit and implicit attitudes within 
each prompt group, respectively. Additionally, both the 
positive and the negative prompt group displayed neutral 
implicit attitudes (i.e., not significantly different from zero) 
towards narcissism in the context of stress both pre- and 
post-prompt (see Table 2; see IAT Density Plots in Online 
Resource 1).

Stress outcomes

A two-way 2 × 2 mixed ANCOVA was conducted to exam-
ine the effects of prompt group (positive, negative) and 
time (pre-prompt, post-prompt) on stress. State-stress was 
included as a covariate. The ANCOVA, with a Huynh–Feldt 
correction, showed that there was a main effect of time, F (1, 
102) = 5.80, p = 0.018, η2

p
 = 0.05, with participants reporting 

higher stress levels after stress induction (i.e., post-prompt) 
than at baseline (i.e., pre-prompt). This indicates that the 
stress manipulation was successful. There was also a main 
effect of prompt group, F (1, 102) = 4.03, p = 0.047, η2

p
 = 

0.04, with the negative prompt group being, overall, more 
stressed than the positive prompt group (see Table  1). 
The time by prompt group interaction was not significant. 
Changes in mean stress levels over time per prompt group 
are displayed in Fig. 3.

Narcissism & stress

Reliability coefficients for the narcissism trait measure are 
displayed in Table 3.

Two simple linear regressions were conducted to test if 
narcissism scores significantly predicted stress levels over 
time. The results of the regressions indicated narcissism 
scores did not explain a significant amount of the variance 
in pre-prompt stress levels, F (1, 103) = 0.46, p = 0.501, or 

post-prompt stress levels, F (1, 103) = 0.08, p = 0.782. The 
regression coefficients (see Table 4) indicated narcissism 
scores predicted, on average, an increase in pre-prompt 
stress levels by 0.46 points (out of 10) and a decrease in 
post-prompt stress levels by 0.18 points (out of 10).

A series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses 
were also performed to assess the moderating effect of clas-
sical music preferences and music uses on the relationship 
between narcissism and stress, with state-stress added as a 
covariate. Narcissism scores and both moderator variables 
were centered to reduce multicollinearity issues (Aiken 
et al., 1991). Stress levels reported pre- and post-prompt 
were added as outcome variables, narcissism scores as a 
predictor, and classical music preferences and music uses 
as moderators into separate regression models.

Two hierarchical multiple regression analyses assessed 
the moderating effect of classical music preferences on the 
relationship between narcissism and both pre-prompt and 
post-prompt stress levels (see Table 5). Classical music pref-
erence did not moderate the relationship between narcissism 
and stress over time.

Two additional hierarchical multiple regression analy-
ses assessed the moderating effect of music uses on the 
relationship between narcissism and both pre-prompt and 
post-prompt stress levels, with state-stress added as a covari-
ate (see Table 6). It should be noted the category ‘emotion 
regulation’ could not be compared to ‘neither relaxation nor 
emotion regulation’ due to the extremely low sample size in 
this category (see Table 1). Music uses did not moderate the 
relationship between narcissism and stress over time.

Discussion

The main study findings revealed that receiving a positive 
or negative prompt did not influence participants’ attitudes 
towards narcissism nor stress outcomes. However, individu-
als displayed neutral implicit attitudes towards narcissism 
in association with stress across measurement timepoints. 
These findings suggest that the predominant negative depic-
tion of narcissism outside the context of stress has not had a 
negative impact on attitudes within it. Thus, while previous 
findings have identified advantageous manifestations of nar-
cissism in the stress domain (e.g., Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021, 
2022; Papageorgiou et al., 2019a, 2019c), our study shows 
that the dissemination of such findings and the establishment 
of narcissism as an asset for stress-coping may be received 
with less resistance than anticipated.

Contradicting our hypothesis, being presented with posi-
tive evidence regarding the association between narcissism 
and stress did not influence implicit nor explicit attitudes. 
Participants did, however, display neutral implicit attitudes 
towards narcissism in the context of stress throughout the 
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experiment. Additionally, the mean aggregated explicit atti-
tudes scores, though not associated with significant effects, 
indicated that neither group held extremely positive nor 

extremely negative explicit attitudes across measurement 
timepoints. This is consistent with previous research report-
ing that narcissism tends to be perceived more favorably 

Table 1  Descriptive Statistics for Variables of Interest

Aggregated explicit attitudes scores ranged from 3 to 15. Implicit attitudes are displayed as IAT reaction times (in milliseconds) for participants 
who completed the IATs in full. Stress levels ranged from 0 to 10. Narcissism scores ranged from 1 to 5. Preference for classical music scores 
ranged from 1 to 7. Narc = Narcissistic Personality; Non-Narc = Non-Narcissistic Personality; Ben = Beneficial to Stress-Coping; Det = Not Ben-
eficial to Stress-Coping

Variable Time of Measurement IAT Block IAT Trial Type M (SD) N %

Explicit Attitudes
    Positive Prompt Group Pre-Prompt - - 10.3 (2.2) 51 -

Post-Prompt - - 9.8 (2.4) 51 -
    Negative Prompt  Group Pre-Prompt - - 10.1 (2.5) 54 -

Post-Prompt - - 10.3 (2.7) 54 -
    Pooled Groups Pre-Prompt - - 10.2 (2.4) 105 -

Post-Prompt - - 10.1 (2.6) 105 -
Implicit Attitudes
    Positive Prompt Group Pre-Prompt Narc + Ben/Non-Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1626.2 (354.3) 40 -

Critical 1376.6 (269.7) 40 -
Non-Narc + Ben/Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1513.4 (397.8) 40 -

Critical 1349.9 (328.0) 40 -
Post-Prompt Narc + Ben/Non-Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1643.7 (480.8) 40 -

Critical 1268.2 (258.7) 40 -
Non-Narc + Ben/Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1540.0 (561.19) 40 -

Critical 1292.1 (345.4) 40 -
    Negative Prompt Group Pre-Prompt Narc + Ben/Non-Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1737.9 (541.3) 48 -

Critical 1498.5 (406.8) 48 -
Non-Narc + Ben/Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1619.5 (478.5) 48 -

Critical 1318.9 (335.1) 48 -
Post-Prompt Narc + Ben/Non-Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1427.1 (306.2) 48 -

Critical 1292.9 (256.1) 48 -
Non-Narc + Ben/Narc + Not-Ben Practice 1437.1 (378.5) 48 -

Critical 1328.0 (338.3) 48 -
Stress
    Positive Prompt Group Pre-Prompt - - 4.8 (2.6) 51 -

Post-Prompt - - 5.5 (2.4) 51 -
    Negative Prompt Group Pre-Prompt - - 5.5 (2.6) 54 -

Post-Prompt - - 5.9 (2.6) 54 -
    Pooled Groups Pre-Prompt - - 5.1 (2.6) 105 -

Post-Prompt - - 5.7 (2.5) 105 -
Narcissism (SD3) - - - 3.2 (0.4) 105 -
State-stress (DASS-21) - - - 24.4 (8.5) 105 -
Classical Music Preference (STOMP-

R)
- - - 5.3 (1.2) 105 -

Music Uses Category
    Neither Relaxation nor Emotion 

Regulation
- - - - 13 12.4

    Relaxation - - - - 62 59.0
    Emotion Regulation - - - - 1 1.0
    Relaxation and Emotion Regulation - - - - 29 27.6
    Total - - - - 105 100
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than other “dark” traits (e.g., Machiavellianism, psychopa-
thy), though narcissistic individuals are still not usually per-
ceived positively, overall (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2012, 2013). 
Literature suggests that, although narcissism is commonly 
included in “dark” personality clusters and categorized as a 
socially aversive trait, people may perceive some narcissistic 
tendencies (e.g., seeking status and prestige) as appealing, 
rather than repulsive (Rauthmann & Kolar, 2013). This mix 
of desirable and undesirable connotations might explain the 
neutral attitudes observed in this study. If these did rely on a 
balance between positive and negative pre-existing percep-
tions, then the positive prompt presented may have just not 
been impactful enough to disrupt such balance, explaining 
the reported findings.

Receiving a positive prompt about narcissism in the 
context of stress did not improve stress outcomes either. 
This is contrary to our predictions and previous find-
ings indicating that verbal instructional modeling (e.g., 
prompts) can induce placebo effects (e.g., enhanced 
stress reduction) via observational learning (Bajcar & 
Bąbel, 2018). Previous research indicates that the observ-
er’s individual characteristics (e.g., empathy, conform-
ity, susceptibility to social influence) can impact the 
emergence of placebo effects via verbal instructional 
modeling (Bajcar & Bąbel, 2018). Such individual char-
acteristics, which were not measured in this study, may, 
therefore, underlie the unanticipated stress outcomes. 
They may particularly explain the larger, though non-
significant, increase in stress levels displayed by the pos-
itive prompt group in comparison to the negative prompt 
group, from pre- to post-prompt. Future research could 
replicate this study taking into account individual dif-
ferences in the observers’ proneness to learning from 
informational cues/prompts and the overall impact of 
prompts on stress outcomes. Albeit inconsistent with 
our hypotheses, these results suggest the stress-coping 
effects of narcissism reported in previous studies rely 
on the trait’s actual adaptive properties, rather than on 
one’s beliefs and expectations about them. This further 
confirms narcissism’s potential to protect against the 
adverse repercussions of stress.

Corroborating previous findings, narcissism did not 
directly predict stress (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021; Papa-
georgiou et al., 2019c). Classical music preferences and 
habitual music uses did not moderate the relationship 
between narcissism and stress either (Gomes Arrulo 
et al., 2022). However, these findings are not consistent 
with empirical evidence highlighting the overall ben-
eficial contribution of narcissism to stress management 
(Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021, 2022). This indicates that a 
certain set of conditions may need to be met for an advan-
tageous effect to emerge. For example, it appears that 
different types of stressors (e.g., face-to-face vs remote) Ta
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generate different effects (e.g., narcissism predicting 
lower stress via classical music preferences vs narcissism 
directly predicting lower stress) (Gomes Arrulo et al., 
2021, 2022). As such, it is plausible that differences in 
mean stress levels between different samples could also 
influence the emergence of effects. This might explain 
the lack of significant stress outcomes observed in this 
study, in comparison to Gomes Arrulo et al. (2021) and 
Gomes Arrulo et al. (2022). Further research is needed to 
examine the conditions under which the positive effects 
of narcissism on stress occur and to identify the intricate 
mechanisms underlying them.

Fig. 3  Changes in Mean Stress 
Levels Over Time per Prompt 
Group

Note. ‘Mean self-reported stress’ ranged from 0 to 10. The error bars represent 95% confidence intervals 

Table 3  Reliability Coefficients for the Narcissism Trait Measure

Measure Skewness Kurtosis McDonald’s ω

Narcissism -0.9 2.8 0.43

Table 4  Regression Coefficients for Narcissism Predicting Stress 
Over Time

Dependent Variable B 95% CI R2 R2
Adjusted

Pre-Prompt Stress 0.46 [-0.90, 1.82] .00 -.01
Post-Prompt Stress -0.18 [-1.46, 1.10] .00 -.01

Table 5  Hierarchical Multiple 
Regression for Stress Levels 
Over Time with Narcissism as 
Predictor and Classical Music 
as Moderator

ΔR2 = .00, ΔF(1, 100) = 0.10 for Step 2 (pre-prompt stress); ΔR2 = .01, ΔF(1, 100) = 0.63 for Step 2 (post-
prompt stress)

Outcome Predictor b t df p 95% CI

Pre-Prompt Stress
Step 1
Narcissism 0.01 0.01 100 .989 [− 1.41, 1.43]
Classical Music  − 0.31  − 1.35 100 .179 [− 0.75, 0.14]
Step 2
Narcissism * Classical Music  − 0.11  − 0.32 100 .753 [− 0.83, 0.60]

Post-Prompt Stress
Step 1
Narcissism -0.38 -0.54 100 .588 [− 1.77, 1.01]
Classical Music  − 0.09  − 0.39 100 .695 [− 0.53, 0.35]
Step 2
Narcissism * Classical Music 0.28 0.80 100 .428 [− 0.42, 0.98]
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Limitations

The present study had some limitations. Although the 
prompts used in this study were intended to parallel infor-
mation conveyed via mass media, these may have not 
been accurate representations of real-life media commu-
nications. Research suggests the credibility of information 
communicated in the media can be influenced by the emo-
tional cues it commonly conveys (Beauvais, 2022). In fact, 
media communications encouraging reliance on emotions 
have been found to often generate greater credibility (Beau-
vais, 2022). The lack of emotional cues in the prompts 
presented in this study may have, therefore, influenced the 
extent to which participants believed in the information 
provided. Future studies could assess the impact of more 
credible stimuli, such as fictional news articles’ excerpts, 
social media posts, or short documentaries, using the pre-
sent study’s methodology. Furthermore, when interpreting 
the IAT outcomes, it is noteworthy that these refer to par-
ticipants’ relative, rather than absolute, implicit attitudes 
towards narcissism (Lane et al., 2007), meaning that par-
ticipants’ personal beliefs may have not been accurately 
captured (Meissner et al., 2019). This is because the IAT 
examines associations between evaluative categories and 
target concepts based only on the comparison between two 
opposing concepts (in this case, ‘narcissistic personality’ 
and ‘non-narcissistic personality’) (Lane et  al., 2007). 

Future research may consider incorporating recently pro-
posed recommendations to refine the measurement and 
analysis of implicit attitudes via IATs, for a more accurate 
account of participants’ personal beliefs (see Meissner 
et al., 2019 for review). Additionally, the reliability coef-
ficients for the narcissism measure were fairly low, which 
might help explain the lack of a significant relationship 
between narcissism and stress in this study. This may have 
resulted from the use of a short scale to measure narcis-
sism and an insufficient sample size (Ziegler et al., 2014). 
The significance of our time by prompt group interaction 
effects on stress outcomes might have been restricted by 
insufficient statistical power, also resultant from a small 
sample size. According to a post hoc power analysis based 
on the effect size observed in this study for these effects, a 
sample of approximately 649 participants would be needed 
to attain statistical power at the recommended 0.80 level 
(Cohen, 1988). A larger sample size, however, could not be 
attained due to budgetary constraints which only permit-
ted the recruitment and respective fair, non-exploitative 
monetary compensation of the sample used (Brown et al., 
2019). It should be noted that the present study aims and 
methodology derived from the effects of narcissism on 
stress based on Gomes Arrulo et al. (2022). Therefore, the 
a priori power analysis conducted to compute the sample 
size required for this study was determined for these effects 
rather than for the time by prompt group interactions.

Table 6  Hierarchical Multiple Regression for Stress Levels Over Time with Narcissism as Predictor and Music Uses as Moderator

ΔR2 = .01, ΔF(2, 97) = 0.73 for Step 2 (pre-prompt stress); ΔR2 = .01, ΔF(2, 97) = 0.51 for Step 2 (post-prompt stress)

Outcome Predictor b t df p 95% CI

Pre-Prompt Stress
Step 1
Narcissism -0.02 0.02 97 .987 [− 2.77, 2.72]
Music uses
Relaxation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation  − 2.91  − 0.51 97 .609 [− 14.16, 8.34]
Relaxation & emotion regulation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation 2.35 0.41 97 .680 [− 8.93, 13.63]
Step 2
Narcissism * Relaxation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation 0.56 0.32 97 .485 [− 2.95, 4.07]
Narcissism * Relaxation & emotion regulation vs Neither relaxation nor emo-

tion regulation
-1.17 -0.66 97 .485 [− 4.69, 2.36]

Post-Prompt Stress
Step 1
Narcissism -1.60 -1.17 97 .244 [− 4.31, 1.11]
Music uses
Relaxation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation  − 6.25  − 1.12 97 .267 [− 17.36, 4.86]
Relaxation & emotion regulation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation -3.57 -0.64 97 .526 [− 14.71, 7.57]
Step 2
Narcissism * Relaxation vs Neither relaxation nor emotion regulation 1.70 0.97 97 .604 [− 1.77, 5.17]
Narcissism * Relaxation & emotion regulation vs Neither relaxation nor emo-

tion regulation
0.80 0.46 97 .604 [− 2.68, 4.28]
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Despite these limitations, this is the first study to assess 
the influence of learned information on attitudes towards 
narcissism and its effects in the stress domain. The present 
outcomes demonstrate that the stereotypically negative 
depiction of narcissism in the media may not be repre-
sentative of the general public’s perception of this trait in 
the context of stress. Therefore, as supported by previous 
research (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021; Papageorgiou et al., 
2017; Truhan et al., 2021), it may be more appropriate for 
media sources to feature the contextually beneficial, rather 
than dichotomized, nature of narcissism when disseminat-
ing information regarding this trait. Moreover, our findings 
encourage the further development and dissemination of 
research-informed recommendations on how narcissism can 
benefit stress management. As the public may be willing to 
acknowledge and avail of these recommendations, accord-
ing to our findings, such further research may hold great 
practical value for non-clinical populations. Future studies 
could specifically examine whether the stress-coping poten-
tial of narcissism manifests itself when stress is measured 
physiologically, as opposed to via self-report. It could also 
assess whether this manifestation is dependent on influential 
factors identified in previous studies (e.g., classical music 
preferences, mental toughness) (Gomes Arrulo et al., 2021; 
Papageorgiou et al., 2019a, 2019c).

Conclusions

This study presents novel findings on the perceptions of 
narcissism in the context of stress. Namely, results showed 
that, while prompts did not influence attitudes nor stress 
outcomes, individuals were found to hold neutral implicit 
attitudes towards narcissism’s association with stress. This 
indicates people’s attitudes towards narcissism in the context 
of stress have not been deteriorated by this trait’s predomi-
nant negative depiction beyond this context. Thus, the dis-
semination of narcissism as an asset for stress-coping may be 
received with less resistance than anticipated among healthy 
adults. These findings inform practice in the media indus-
try by encouraging the portrayal of narcissism in the media 
as contextually beneficial, rather than integrally aversive. 
Most importantly, however, these findings may ultimately 
help lessen the overall marginalization of individuals with 
narcissistic tendencies and encourage them to avail of this 
trait’s stress-coping advantages.
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