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    To our daughters: Kate (J.M.T.) and McKinley and Charlotte (W.K.C.)


    Introduction

    

The Growing Narcissism in American Culture

We didn’t have to look very hard to find it. It was everywhere.

On a reality TV show, a girl planning her sixteenth birthday party wants a major road blocked off so a marching band can precede her grand entrance on a red carpet. A book called My Beautiful Mommy explains plastic surgery to young children whose mothers are going under the knife for the trendy “Mommy Makeover.” It is now possible to hire fake paparazzi to follow you around snapping your photograph when you go out at night—you can even take home a faux celebrity magazine cover featuring the pictures. A popular song declares, with no apparent sarcasm, “I believe that the world should revolve around me!” People buy expensive homes with loans far beyond their ability to pay—or at least they did until the mortgage market collapsed as a result. Babies wear bibs embroidered with “Supermodel” or “Chick Magnet” and suck on “Bling” pacifiers while their parents read modernized nursery rhymes from This Little Piggy Went to Prada. People strive to create a “personal brand” (also called “self-branding”), packaging themselves like a product to be sold. Ads for financial services proclaim that retirement helps you return to childhood and pursue your dreams. High school students pummel classmates and then seek attention for their violence by posting YouTube videos of the beatings.

Although these seem like a random collection of current trends, all are rooted in a single underlying shift in the American psychology: the relentless rise of narcissism in our culture. Not only are there more narcissists than ever, but non-narcissistic people are seduced by the increasing emphasis on material wealth, physical appearance, celebrity worship, and attention seeking. Standards have shifted, sucking otherwise humble people into the vortex of granite countertops, tricked-out MySpace pages, and plastic surgery. A popular dance track repeats the words “money, success, fame, glamour” over and over, declaring that all other values have “either been discredited or destroyed.”

The United States is currently suffering from an epidemic of narcissism. Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines an epidemic as an affliction “affecting…a disproportionately large number of individuals within a population,” and narcissism more than fits the bill. In data from 37,000 college students, narcissistic personality traits rose just as fast as obesity from the 1980s to the present, with the shift especially pronounced for women. The rise in narcissism is accelerating, with scores rising faster in the 2000s than in previous decades. By 2006, 1 out of 4 college students agreed with the majority of the items on a standard measure of narcissistic traits. Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), the more severe, clinically diagnosed version of the trait, is also far more common than once thought. Nearly 1 out of 10 of Americans in their twenties, and 1 out of 16 of those of all ages, has experienced the symptoms of NPD. Even these shocking numbers are just the tip of the iceberg; lurking underneath is the narcissistic culture that has drawn in many more. The narcissism epidemic has spread to the culture as a whole, affecting both narcissistic and less self-centered people.

Like a disease, narcissism is caused by certain factors, spreads through particular channels, appears as various symptoms, and might be halted by preventive measures and cures. Narcissism is a psychocultural affliction rather than a physical disease, but the model fits remarkably well. We have structured the book according to this model, explaining the epidemic’s diagnosis, root causes, symptoms, and prognosis.

Like the obesity epidemic, the narcissism epidemic has not affected everyone in the same way. More people are obese, just as more people are narcissistic, but there are still those who exercise and eat right, and still those who are humble and caring. Even the less self-absorbed have witnessed narcissistic behavior on TV, online, or in real-life interactions with friends, family, or coworkers. The mortgage meltdown that led to the financial crisis of 2008 was caused, in part, by the narcissistic overconfidence of homebuyers who claimed they could afford houses too expensive for them and greedy lenders who were willing to take big risks with other people’s money. In one way or another, the narcissism epidemic has touched every American.

In the last few years, narcissism has become a popular buzzword, used to explain the behavior of everyone from hooker-obsessed former New York governor Eliot Spitzer to famous-for-being-famous Paris Hilton. Others have diagnosed themselves: former presidential candidate John Edwards explained his extramarital affair by stating, “In the course of several campaigns, I started to believe that I was special and became increasingly egocentric and narcissistic.” As the New York Times noted, narcissism “has become the go-to diagnosis by columnists, bloggers, and television psychologists. We love to label the offensive behavior of others to separate them from us. ‘Narcissist’ is among our current favorites.”

Despite the popularity of narcissism as a label, it is difficult to find scientifically verified information on it outside academic journal articles. Many websites on narcissism are based on some combination of conjecture, personal experience, and poorly understood psychoanalytic theories. Christopher Lasch’s 1979 bestselling book, The Culture of Narcissism, though fascinating, was written before any serious research explored the personality and behavior of narcissists. Books such as Why Is It Always About You? and Freeing Yourself from the Narcissist in Your Life were written by established psychotherapists and use case studies of individuals with NPD. This approach is important, but largely ignores the scientific data on the topic.

We take a different approach in this book, describing the now-extensive scientific research on the truth about narcissists and why they behave the way they do. We believe that with a topic as complex as narcissism, the empirical research is the place to begin.

Narcissism is an attention-getting term, and we do not use it lightly. We discuss some research on NPD, but primarily concentrate on narcissistic personality traits among the normal population—behavior and attitudes that don’t go far enough to merit a clinical diagnosis but that can nevertheless be destructive to the individual and other people. This “normal” narcissism is potentially even more harmful because it is so much more common. Of course, much of what we discuss applies to individuals with NPD as well.

Narcissism is not simply a confident attitude or a healthy feeling of self-worth. As we explore in chapters 2 and 3, narcissists are overconfident, not just confident, and—unlike most people high in self-esteem—place little value on emotionally close relationships. We will also address other myths, such as “narcissists are insecure” (they’re typically not), and “it’s necessary to be narcissistic to succeed today” (in most contexts, and long term, narcissism is actually a deterrent to success).

Understanding the narcissism epidemic is important because its long-term consequences are destructive to society. American culture’s focus on self-admiration has caused a flight from reality to the land of grandiose fantasy. We have phony rich people (with interest-only mortgages and piles of debt), phony beauty (with plastic surgery and cosmetic procedures), phony athletes (with performance-enhancing drugs), phony celebrities (via reality TV and YouTube), phony genius students (with grade inflation), a phony national economy (with $11 trillion of government debt), phony feelings of being special among children (with parenting and education focused on self-esteem), and phony friends (with the social networking explosion). All this fantasy might feel good, but, unfortunately, reality always wins. The mortgage meltdown and the resulting financial crisis are just one demonstration of how inflated desires eventually crash to earth.

The cultural focus on self-admiration began with the shift toward focusing on the individual in the 1970s, documented in Tom Wolfe’s article on “The Me Decade” in 1976 and Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism. In the three decades since, narcissism has grown in ways these authors never could have imagined. The fight for the greater good of the 1960s became looking out for number one by the 1980s. Parenting became more indulgent, celebrity worship grew, and reality TV became a showcase of narcissistic people. The Internet brought useful technology but also the possibility of instant fame and a “Look at me!” mentality. Using botulinum toxin to smooth facial wrinkles to perpetuate a youthful face birthed a huge industry. The easy accessibility of credit allowed people to look better off financially than they actually were.

Jean’s first book, Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled—and More Miserable Than Ever Before, explored the cultural shifts in self-focus that affected people born after 1970 and—because the trends continued to accelerate—especially those born in the 1980s and ’90s. In The Narcissism Epidemic, we widen our focus to Americans of all ages, and to the entire culture. Younger people bear the brunt of the changes because this is the only world they have ever known, but retirement ads promising extravagant fantasies (own your own vineyard!) suggest that the epidemic has reached far up the age scale. And although we present data on the growing number of narcissistic individuals, we concentrate on the rise in cultural narcissism—changes in behavior and attitudes that reflect narcissistic cultural values, whether the individuals themselves are narcissistic or simply caught up in a societal trend.

When observing cultural change—especially changes in the negative direction—one runs the risk of mistaking one’s aging for a true shift in culture. Change is difficult to take when you’re older, and it’s easy to conclude that the world is going to hell in a handbasket. We have tried to avoid this bias by finding as much hard data and considering as many perspectives as we could. Many cultural changes were eminently quantifiable: the fivefold increase in plastic surgery and cosmetic procedures in just ten years, the growth of celebrity gossip magazines, Americans spending more than they earn and racking up huge amounts of debt, the growing size of houses, the increasing popularity of giving children unique names, polling data on the importance of being rich and famous, and the growing number of people who cheat. We also journeyed outside the research data by gathering stories and opinions through our online survey at www.narcissismepidemic.com (we have changed respondents’ names and, in some cases, identifying information). Since this is a book about culture, we explore media events, pop culture happenings, and Internet phenomena. We also talked to our students to get perspectives from the younger generation. We were somewhat shocked to find that many graduate students—most in their mid-twenties—think things have gotten worse in their lifetimes. Undergraduates are more accepting of the current culture but often report feeling tremendous pressure to self-promote and keep up in a materialistic world.

The kernel of the idea for this book was planted in 1999 in a basement office at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland. We were both working as postdocs—a kind of research limbo between graduate school and hoped-for professorships—in the lab of Roy Baumeister, a well-known social psychologist. There’s not much to do in Cleveland, especially in the winter, so we ended up talking a lot in our shared office. Sometimes we were actively procrastinating—Jean recalls one conversation about weight loss in which our fellow postdoc Julie Exline described a diet pill that supposedly contained a tapeworm. Before she could even finish the story, Keith began yelling “Urban legend!” and looked it up on the nascent Internet (he was right). Most of the time, though, we talked about ideas. Keith would describe his latest study on the behavior of narcissistic people, and Jean would talk about trends in American culture and how they were showing up in personality traits. Almost immediately we thought about looking at trends in narcissism, but in 1999 the standard measure of narcissism had only been around for 10 years, which wasn’t long enough to do a solid study of change over time.

That study would have to wait for the summer of 2006, when Jean was seven months pregnant and couldn’t do much but sit at her computer. By then, we had both married and settled into jobs across the country from each other (Keith at the University of Georgia, far from where he grew up in Southern California, and Jean at San Diego State University, far from where she grew up in Minnesota and Texas). Our coauthors on this project were renowned narcissism and aggression researcher Brad Bushman and two former students (now faculty), Joshua Foster and Sara Konrath. The rise in college students’ narcissism over the generations was clear, and when we released the study in February 2007, it was covered by the Associated Press and many other news outlets. It was an interesting first day back on the job for Jean after a four-month maternity leave. One TV crew setting up a standard “walking” shot asked Jean to carry her briefcase so she would “look more professional.” “Guys,” Jean said, “That’s not my briefcase. It’s my breast pump.”

When Jean got home that night, the full impact hit her: the story had been covered by the NBC Nightly News, Fox News Channel, and National Public Radio, and both Jay Leno and Conan O’Brien made jokes about it. The AP story appeared in more than one hundred newspapers around the country, prompting a slew of editorials, newspaper columns, and e-mails. Much of the feedback was positive, but we also received intense questioning and harsh criticism, some of it based on misunderstandings about what narcissism is and how it is measured.

That was when we realized we’d hit a nerve. We also realized that the narcissism epidemic went far beyond the changing personalities of college students. The American culture was shifting in a fundamental way, and we wanted to document it—and figure out how to stop it. Every time we turned on the TV, it seemed that another symptom of narcissism was rearing its ugly head—Botox ads, the mortgage meltdown, fake paparazzi. We found so many examples of narcissism in American culture that we had to stop collecting them. This book could have been twice as long.

The rise in cultural narcissism is a complex story, often with nuanced arguments. We urge you not to jump to conclusions too quickly, and to refrain from overgeneralizing. When we show that narcissism doesn’t usually lead to success, that doesn’t mean it never does. When we link materialism to narcissism, that doesn’t mean that wanting a big house necessarily makes you a narcissist (and the same goes for wanting plastic surgery). When we say parents shouldn’t tell kids they are special, that doesn’t mean we think they should say, instead, “You’re not special.” When we note that narcissism is linked to aggression, that doesn’t mean all crime will rise along with narcissism. Some religions now promote self-admiration, but that doesn’t mean those religions are bad. And although the culture is now more narcissistic, of course there are exceptions like people volunteering to help others or serving in the military. Although we certainly use sound bites sometimes, we also try to explain the complexities as much as we can. In some cases, we go into the necessary detail in the notes and appendices, available at www.narcissismepidemic.com.

We focus most of our discussion on narcissism in the United States, because we are both American citizens and most of the data are from the U.S. However, many global trends originate in the United States, and outbreaks of the narcissism epidemic have popped up in Europe, Asia, and Australia. These range from made-for-video school shootings in Finland to “Little Emperor Syndrome” in China. We discuss the global reach of the narcissism epidemic in Chapter 16.

We spend a good amount of the book on solutions—our prescriptions to salve (if not entirely cure) the narcissism epidemic. Some are personal, such as practicing gratitude, changing the way you parent, or avoiding narcissistic relationship partners. Others are more structural, such as teaching children friendship skills and rewarding the practice of saving money instead of spending. Most chapters end with some solutions, and we expand on these ideas in the final chapter.

    Our hope is that this book becomes the starting point for a discussion about the current state of American culture. We have a personal interest as well: between us, we have three young daughters, and we are concerned about how the culture will affect them as they grow up. While they are young, it’s relatively easy to steer clear of the “Little Princess” onesie and the “Bling” pacifier, but then the culture creeps in the door—especially since exposure to adolescent values now begins at about four, with young girls (including Keith’s older daughter) watching tween shows like Hannah Montana and eight-year-olds having makeover parties for their birthdays. The narcissism epidemic seems to have hit girls especially hard. Who knows—by the time our daughters graduate from high school, one of the most common graduation presents might be a breast augmentation. (We’re not kidding; the number of teens getting breast augmentations jumped 55% in just one year from 2006 to 2007, and some parents do indeed pay for them as graduation gifts).

We want this book to be a wake-up call. In contrast to the obesity epidemic, which has been widely publicized, Americans have become inured to the incivility, exhibitionism, and celebrity obsession caused by the narcissism epidemic. It’s taken for granted that a baby bib saying “Supermodel” is “cute.” “Having changed ourselves, we no longer perceive our transformation,” wrote Roger Kimball in the New Criterion. We’ve gotten so turned around that some people now argue that narcissism is good (as we discuss in Chapter 3, narcissism has some short-term benefits to the self, but is not good for other people, society, or even the narcissist himself in the long run). Even when trends are recognized for their negative effects—such as the fistfights on YouTube or teens posting inappropriate pictures of themselves online—people rarely connect the dots to see that these trends are all related to the rise in narcissism.

Recognizing the narcissism epidemic is the first step to stopping it. The analogy to the obesity epidemic is useful here. Definite steps are being taken to combat obesity: soda machines are being removed from schools, exercise programs suggested, and nutrition education plans implemented. Not so with narcissism. In many cases, the suggested cure for narcissistic behavior is “feeling good about yourself.” After all, the thinking goes, fourteen-year-old Megan wouldn’t post revealing pictures of herself on MySpace if she had higher self-esteem. So parents redouble their efforts, telling Megan she’s special, beautiful, and great. This is like suggesting that an obese person would feel much better if she just ate more doughnuts. Megan wants everyone to see just how beautiful and special she is, and it’s not because she thinks she is ugly—it’s because she thinks she’s hot and, perhaps more importantly, because she lives in a narcissistic society where she might garner praise, status, and “friends” by displaying blatant sexuality.

In fact, narcissism causes almost all of the things that Americans hoped high self-esteem would prevent, including aggression, materialism, lack of caring for others, and shallow values. In trying to build a society that celebrates high self-esteem, self-expression, and “loving yourself,” Americans have inadvertently created more narcissists—and a culture that brings out the narcissistic behavior in all of us. This book chronicles American culture’s journey from self-admiration, which seemed so good, to the corrosive narcissism that threatens to infect us all.


    SECTION 1

    

THE DIAGNOSIS


    CHAPTER 1

    

The Many Wonders of Admiring Yourself

It all began with such good intentions.

American culture encourages self-admiration with the belief that it will improve our lives. Admiring yourself feels good and makes you happy. If you believe in yourself, you are more likely to keep trying even when you don’t succeed the first time. Self-respect is no longer restricted to the privileged few: you can feel good about yourself no matter what your race, sex, or sexual orientation is.

Our country’s focus on self-admiration has certainly been successful in raising Americans’ opinions of themselves. Self-esteem is at an all-time high in most groups, with more than 80% of recent college students scoring higher in general self-esteem than the average 1960s college student. Middle school students, often the focus of self-esteem-boosting efforts, have skyrocketed in self-esteem, with 93% of late 2000s tweens scoring higher than the average eleven-to thirteen-year-old did in 1980. Total self-esteem has not increased among high school seniors, but 3 out of 4 report they are satisfied with themselves, up from 2 out of 3 in 1975. One out of 3 now say they are “completely satisfied,” versus 1 out of 4 in 1975. Younger generations are also markedly higher in other traits related to self-admiration, including individualism, assertiveness, and extraversion. The changes have affected older people as well; college-educated women born in the 1930s grew increasingly focused on their individual selves as they lived through the indulgent decades of the 1970s and 1980s. Especially these days, Americans love to love themselves. (In the next chapter, we will explain the important differences between self-esteem and narcissism; here we explore self-admiration as American culture promotes it, as a general feeling of self-love that does not distinguish between a healthy sense of self-worth and the unhealthy narcissism that can instead result).

American culture has embraced the value of self-admiration with a big, warm hug. As an NBC public service announcement puts it, “You may not realize it, but everyone is born with their one true love—themselves. If you like you, everyone else will, too.” One young man expressed this view by covering his entire right side with a tattoo saying “Believe in Yourself” in graffiti-style writing (with “Rely on No One” written underneath). Every culture is shaped by its fundamental core beliefs, and in America today there are few values more fiercely held than the importance of self-admiration. Most of us don’t tattoo it on our bodies, but it is tattooed onto the flesh of our body of cultural beliefs.

Not that long ago, messages of self-admiration were directed toward people who really needed them. The 1987 book Learning to Love Yourself, for example, was written for the adult children of alcoholics who endured the emotional abuse of their parents. Now, however, self-admiration is considered extremely important for everyone, at all times. “Loving yourself means knowing how great you are and not letting any person, any place, or any thing ever get in the way of that,” writes Diane Mastromarino in her aptly titled 2003 book, The Girl’s Guide to Loving Yourself: A Book About Falling in Love with the One Person Who Matters Most…You. Joel Osteen, pastor of the largest church in the United States, writes: “God wants us to have healthy, positive self-images. He wants us to feel good about ourselves.” Self-esteem is considered, as one author put it, our “national wonder drug.”

Unfortunately, the good intentions behind self-admiration sometimes seems to cross the line into narcissism. When Chidi Ogbuta of Allen, Texas, got married, her wedding cake was in the shape of herself. Her wedding pictures feature Ogbuta and her husband cutting into what looks like her twin. (One commentator on cnn.com asked, “What part of the cake did they save to eat on their one year anniversary? Her head?”) A popular poster proclaims, “The most important thing is how you see yourself,” above a picture of a small orange kitten looking in the mirror and seeing a large lion. Thus, this teaches, it is important to see yourself as much better—bigger, stronger, more capable—than you actually are. And maybe quite a bit better: “The best thing about Jesus was that he had a mom that believed he was the son of God,” says self-help author Wayne Dyer at his seminars. “Imagine how much better the world would be if all of our moms thought that way.” In other words, we should all be raised to believe that we are the second coming of Christ—God’s greatest gift to mankind.

A substantial cottage industry has grown up around self-admiration. A quick search on Google reveals 191,000 hits for “how to love yourself” with such tips as “Make a note every time someone says something nice about you,” “Stop all criticism,” and “Look at yourself in the mirror and say, ‘You look great!’” Some sites even recommend caressing your body. Others are eager for your self-admiration to lead to their self-money, selling “Love Yourself Affirmation Cards,” a “Love Yourself, Heal Your Life” workbook, or a “Soaring Self-Esteem” subliminal audio recording. You can buy T-shirts that say “I [image: image] ME” or “Love Yourself.” Sports stars regularly credit “believing in yourself” for their success rather than the more likely reasons such as God-given talent and years of hard work.

Parents are told that even newborns can experience the benefits of self-admiration. The Breastfeeding Book, by Martha and William Sears, notes that one of the benefits of breastfeeding is milder-smelling stools. This is great for parents, but it’s good for baby, too: “When the baby looks at the face of the diaper-changing caregiver and sees happiness rather than disgust, he picks up a good message about himself—perhaps a perk for budding self-esteem.” Given the popularity of encouraging self-admiration in children, this will probably be just the first time the child will learn that his poop doesn’t stink.

Many self-help books maintain that loving yourself is a cure-all. If we just believe in ourselves, this advice goes, anything is possible. The 2007 megabestseller The Secret promises that you can get anything you want (especially material things) simply by visualizing it. (Apparently neither of us authors really wanted to win the MegaMillions jackpot, because we didn’t.) Interviewed on Larry King Live about Lindsay Lohan and other young stars’ troubles with alcohol and drugs, The View’s Joy Behar said, “They have everything you’d ever want in life—they’ve finally achieved their faces on TV. Meanwhile that little voice inside is saying, ‘You’re not good enough. Not good enough.’ And yet there are people who live in poverty who say I am good enough. It’s all what you think of yourself.” According to this view, young stars like Lindsay Lohan and Paris Hilton wouldn’t have as many problems if they just loved themselves enough. (Lohan declared herself “a role model to younger generations as well as generations older than me,” and Hilton has a large picture of herself over her living room couch, so we’ll leave it to you to decide if either one of them is lacking in self-admiration.) Britney Spears, another young star not known for her humility, also just needs more self-admiration, according to a psychologist quoted in a celebrity magazine. Britney should look at herself in the mirror every day and say, “I love me,” she advised. “Britney needs that capital ‘I’.”

One of the most popular current cultural messages is telling kids they are special. “I am special” appears on T-shirts, stickers, and even car seats. One day Keith opened up the weekly lesson plans for his daughter’s preschool (in Athens, Georgia) to find that the three-year-olds were going to start every day by singing a song that went “I am special / I am special / Look at me.” He suggested that the “I promise to listen to my Dad and stop kicking him in the face when he tries to dress me” song would be better. The teacher told Keith she got the “I am special” song from a national educational resource for preschools. In the end, she decided against the song when Keith told her that most young children already have high self-esteem, and that feeling “special” was linked to narcissism. Of course, one “I am special” song is not going to turn a child into a narcissistic nightmare, just as a single raindrop won’t get a child wet. But just as a rainstorm will leave a child soaked, a deluge of these “special” messages could have a negative impact. Today’s culture rains enough narcissism to get everyone wet.

The emphasis on self-admiration for children is relatively new. Parents may have always thought their children were special, but until recently they did not expect the rest of the world to treat them that way. In a recent study of the mothers and grandmothers of three-year-old children, American mothers universally agreed that their children needed to have high self-esteem. When asked, “Do you think a person’s self-esteem could ever be too high?” the mothers all said “No.” More than two-thirds of the grandmothers, however, said people could certainly have overly high self-esteem; such people were arrogant, self-centered, selfish, and spoiled. When they were raising their children, the grandmothers pointed out, parents did not actively promote their children’s self-esteem.

Self-admiration is also not promoted so feverishly in other countries (although, as we discuss in Chapter 16, the rest of the world is starting to follow America’s lead). Many other cultures emphasize self-criticism and working on one’s weaknesses as the route to success in school and business. In the study on views of self-esteem, mothers and grandmothers in Taiwan both agreed that self-esteem was not very important. In fact, the concept of self-esteem is so unrecognized in their culture that neither Taiwanese nor Mandarin Chinese has a word for it.

And it isn’t just Asia. Keith recently stayed with a family in northern British Columbia, Canada, on a fishing trip. At dinner one night, one of the young boys in the family mentioned that he had shot a rabbit at sixty-two yards with a .22. His mother immediately looked at him and said, “It isn’t polite to brag.” Keith was surprised by this—most American parents would have said, “Yes, it’s true, my son is a budding Wild Bill Hickok.” Keith told the family that in the United States we actually encourage kids to brag, and that if you put the rifle shot in slow motion on a YouTube video with some good background music, your child could be famous for a few minutes. The mother responded that where they live, they judge people by their character and what they have accomplished. She didn’t think that system needed to be improved upon. Keith agreed.

But here in the United States, we have taken the desire for self-admiration too far—so far that our culture has blurred the distinction between self-esteem and narcissism in an extreme, self-destructive way. Most people understand that narcissism has a negative connotation, but don’t recognize that the language of self-admiration skates dangerously close to the hole in the ice called narcissism—and often falls in. Treating your child as if he’s Christ, singing “I am special,” and wearing a shirt that says “Too Cool 4 You” instills narcissism, not basic self-worth. America has overdosed on self-admiration, and our “wonder drug” comes with serious side effects such as arrogance and self-centeredness. In the rush to create self-worth, our culture may have opened the door to something darker and more sinister.


    CHAPTER 2

    

The Disease of Excessive Self-Admiration and the Top Five Myths About Narcissism

Self-admiration sounds great and is a central tenet of modern American culture. But self-admiration taken too far has a distinct downside: narcissism and all of the negative behaviors that flow from it.

Narcissism is a psychological term, but even people who have never taken a psychology class know it when they see it. Other common names for narcissism include arrogance, conceit, vanity, grandiosity, and self-centeredness. A narcissist is full of herself, has a big head, is a blowhard, loves the sound of his own voice, or is a legend in her own mind. A lot of self-absorbed jerks are narcissists, but so are a lot of smooth, superficially charming, and charismatic people (who, unfortunately, are later revealed to be self-centered and dishonest). A narcissist has an overinflated view of his own abilities, similar to the kitten that sees himself as a lion on the popular poster. Narcissists are not just confident, they’re overconfident. In short, narcissists admire themselves too much.

The word narcissism comes from the Greek myth of Narcissus, an attractive young man who set out looking for someone to love. The beautiful nymph Echo falls in love with him and repeats everything Narcissus says, but he rejects her and she fades away. Narcissus keeps looking for the perfect mate until one day he sees his own reflection in the water. Narcissus falls in love with his own image and gazes at it until he dies. At that spot on the riverbank grew the flower now known as the narcissus (a subspecies of daffodil). The myth of Narcissus captures the tragedy of self-admiration, because Narcissus becomes frozen by his self-admiration and unable to connect with anyone outside himself—and his narcissism harms other people (in this case, Echo). The legend reflects real life, with the most serious consequences of narcissism falling upon others and society.

Today, thanks to the writings of Freud and others, we use the name of the mythical Narcissus to capture the personality trait of narcissism. The central feature of narcissism is a very positive and inflated view of the self. People with high levels of narcissism—whom we refer to as “narcissists”—think they are better than others in social status, good looks, intelligence, and creativity. However, they are not. Measured objectively, narcissists are just like everyone else. Nevertheless, narcissists see themselves as fundamentally superior—they are special, entitled, and unique. Narcissists also lack emotionally warm, caring, and loving relationships with other people. This is a main difference between a narcissist and someone merely high in self-esteem: the high self-esteem person who’s not narcissistic values relationships, but the narcissist does not. The result is a fundamentally imbalanced self—a grandiose, inflated self-image and a lack of deep connections to others.

Narcissists also face an interesting psychological challenge: How do you keep feeling like a special and important person—especially if you aren’t? One approach is simply to use other people as pawns in a grand game of deception. If you do this well—convincing yourself and everyone else that you are as terrific as you think you are—you can be a winner in the game of self-admiration.

Narcissists might brag about their achievements (while blaming others for their shortcomings), focus on their physical appearance, value material goods that display status (“Has anyone seen my BMW keys?”), use big gestures, constantly turn the conversation back to themselves, manipulate and cheat to get ahead, surround themselves with people who look up to them (such as a “posse” or entourage), seek out “trophy partners” who make them look good, and jump at opportunities to garner attention and fame. Because narcissists don’t value warm or caring relationships, they can do all this with little concern for others, often manipulating and exploiting people and viewing others as tools to make themselves look and feel good.

Researchers have labeled these efforts to gain self-admiration “self-regulation strategies.” The narcissist spends his or her life regulating his or her social relationships in order to maximize self-admiration. When it works, the narcissist feels a rush of esteem and pride; when it fails, the narcissist reacts with anger, blame, and sometimes rage. Think, for example, of the two faces of O. J. Simpson: the charming, likable sports star who ran through airports in Hertz ads, and the allegedly homicidal ex-husband who, as he relates in his book If I Did It, may have killed two people when he believed his ex-wife didn’t show him enough respect. Both of O.J.’s faces are facets of narcissism. The violent side of narcissism inspired researcher Del Paulhus to label narcissism one of the “Dark Triad” (the other two are Machiavellianism, or manipulativeness, and sociopathy, which taps antisocial behavior). As Dr. Drew Pinsky noted, “Narcissists are a pleasure to be around. They are wonderful and entertaining. They are the life of the party and can really make you feel good. But God help you if you cross them.”

MEASURING NARCISSISM IN INDIVIDUALS

When psychologists assess narcissistic personality traits in individuals, they usually use the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI), developed in the 1980s by Robert Raskin and Howard Terry at the Institute of Personality Assessment and Research at the University of California at Berkeley. The most common form of the scale pairs 40 narcissistic statements with non-narcissistic ones, asking the respondent to choose which describes him or her best. Respondents are not told that the test measures narcissism. Try it yourself with this shortened version below (you’ll have to remind yourself to be honest, since unlike most respondents you know what it measures):

    

In each of the following pairs, choose the one that you MOST AGREE with. Mark your answer by writing EITHER A or B in the space provided. Only mark ONE ANSWER for each attitude pair.

    

	1. _____

	
A. The thought of ruling the world frightens the hell out of me.

B. If I ruled the world it would be a much better place.





	2. _____

	
A. I prefer to blend in with the crowd.

B. I like to be the center of attention.





	3. _____

	
A. I can live my life any way I want to.

B. People can’t always live their lives in terms of what they want.





	4. _____

	
A. I don’t particularly like to show off my body.

B. I like to show off my body.





	5. _____

	
A. I will never be satisfied until I get all that I deserve.

B. I will take my satisfactions as they come.





	6. _____

	
A. I am no better or no worse than most people.

B. I think I am a special person.





	7. _____

	
A. I find it easy to manipulate people.

B. I don’t like it when I find myself manipulating people.





	8. _____

	
A. I try not to be a show-off.

B. I will usually show off if I get the chance.





	9. _____

	
A. I am much like everybody else.

B. I am an extraordinary person.





	10. _____

	
A. I like having authority over other people.

B. I don’t mind following orders.






SCORING:

    Questions 3, 5, 7, and 10: Give yourself 1 point if you answered A.

    Questions 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, and 9: Give yourself 1 point if you answered B.

    0–3 points: You have scored low in narcissism.

    4–5 points: You have scored about the same in narcissism as the average college student. This is a slightly above-average score for someone older than 40.

    6–7 points: You have scored above average in narcissism.

    8–10 points: You have scored significantly above average in narcissism.

    

    The design of paired statements is a major strength of the NPI. People filling out the questionnaire don’t have to worry that they are making themselves look bad, as both options are equally socially desirable. The total score on all 40 NPI items is most often used, though the NPI can also be broken down into seven subscales measuring authority, exhibitionism, exploitativeness, entitlement, self-sufficiency, superiority, and vanity.

There is no standard cutoff for high or problematic narcissism on the NPI other than comparison to the average, as every point on the scale tends to predict just a little more narcissistic behavior. People with high narcissism scores are not necessarily a different kind or type of person—just someone with more of a trait than others. Most people display at least a few narcissistic tendencies at times, but the more they display, the more narcissistic they are.

Most of the research on narcissistic personality uses the NPI, so the scale is an important part of the definition of narcissism. A narcissist will freely admit to these specific traits even if he or she denies being a narcissist. The use of a valid, reliable measure like the NPI also negates arguments about the items. You might not agree that feeling special, or living your life however you want to, or seeking attention is a narcissistic trait. That’s irrelevant, however, because the scale score itself predicts specific behaviors and attitudes. When researchers find that narcissists show less empathy, it means that people who agree with more of the NPI items show less empathy. Regardless of whether the items fit your personal definition of narcissism, study after study shows that these items predict certain values and behaviors. It doesn’t matter if you call it narcissism, confident ambition, specialness, or anything else—the scale is linked to these outcomes.

Another important issue is the difference between the personality trait of narcissism and narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). We see this confused all the time, so we want to be very clear: Being highly narcissistic or a narcissist is not the same as having a diagnosed psychiatric disorder or a pathological level of narcissism. To be diagnosed with NPD, someone has to meet at least five of nine specific criteria describing a long-term pattern of behavior involving grandiosity, a lack of empathy, and a need to be admired. The person must also be suffering some form of impairment, such as depression, failures at work, or very troubled close relationships. Only a trained professional can diagnose NPD. NPD is less common than narcissistic personality because narcissistic personality does not have to be as extreme as NPD or be associated with clinically significant problems.

The clinical definition of NPD has provoked debate among psychologists. Several researchers have argued that clinical NPD captures two different types of people: extraverted, outgoing, and exhibitionistic folks like those who score high on the NPI, and more introverted, depressed, vulnerable, and psychologically empty (but also grandiose) people who are sometimes seen in psychotherapy. A good example of a “vulnerable” narcissist is the comic book guy on The Simpsons, clearly different from the classic outgoing “cool” narcissist. A diagnostic manual used by some therapists breaks narcissism into these two types, a distinction that might appear in the next version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, known as the DSM.

In this book, we focus on the more outgoing, exhibitionistic form of narcissism and not as much on the more vulnerable form (although we discuss the vulnerable form in some places, such as the growth in eating disorders). We also focus more on narcissistic personality than on NPD, because the epidemic of narcissism goes far beyond the 1 in 16 Americans who have been clinically impaired by NPD at some point in their lives. “Normal” narcissists are much more common and thus potentially more destructive. Most people at the 90th percentile on the NPI scale, for example, don’t have diagnosed clinical NPD, but they cause plenty of trouble for the people around them—maybe even more than those with NPD, since they’re still functioning well (at least for now).

One final but very important issue is the difference between narcissism as a personality trait and narcissism as a cultural condition. The narcissism epidemic involves two intertwined stories. One story is about the high level of narcissism among individuals. The other story is about a shift in our shared cultural values toward greater narcissism and self-admiration. These two issues are related, of course, but the cultural changes are even more dramatic than the personality changes. We discuss the issue of personality and culture in detail near the end of this chapter.

    MYTHS SURROUNDING NARCISSISM

When we talk to people about narcissism, we always get lots of interesting questions. Many of them fall into what we like to call the Top Five Myths of Narcissism. (We cover a sixth myth, that you have to be narcissistic to be successful, in the next chapter, and a seventh, that you have to love yourself to love someone else, in Chapter 13.)

MYTH 1:

    Narcissism Is “Really High” Self-Esteem

Narcissism is often confused with “really high” self-esteem. Narcissists do have high self-esteem, and in fact many techniques used to increase self-esteem might lead to greater narcissism. But narcissism and self-esteem differ in an important way. Narcissists think they are smarter, better looking, and more important than others, but not necessarily more moral, more caring, or more compassionate. Narcissists don’t brag about how they are the nicest, most thoughtful people in the world, but they do like to point out that they’re winners or that they’re hot (like the teenage girls Jean overhead in a YMCA locker room, one of whom looked in the mirror, grinned widely, and declared in a loud voice, “Wow—I look hot!” She then proceeded to list all of the boys who thought so, too). People merely high in self-esteem also have positive views of themselves, but they also see themselves as loving and moral. This is one reason narcissists lack perspective—close relationships keep the ego in check. For example, if you beat a close friend in a tennis match, you typically don’t scream, “In your face!” and do a happy dance. You say, “Good game.” Narcissists are missing the piece about caring for others, which is why their self-admiration often spins out of control.

MYTH 2:

    Narcissists Are Insecure and Have Low Self-Esteem

Many people believe that narcissists are actually insecure and “hate themselves deep down inside.” Their self-importance, this theory goes, is just a cover for their deep-seated doubts about themselves. This idea can be traced back to some strands of psychodynamic theory, which speculate that narcissism is a defense against an “empty” or “enraged” self, hidden low self-esteem, or a deep-seated sense of shame. Psychologists sometimes call this the “mask model,” because it suggests that narcissism is a mask for low self-worth. This argument is seductive in its convenience, allowing us to write off narcissistic people as flawed souls who just need to learn to love themselves enough—our culture’s cure-all. We can believe that narcissists are actually suffering even when they look happy and self-satisfied. This view also fits with many psychodynamic explanations of behavior in which the conscious and unconscious are opposed, such as the antipornography crusader who secretly buys Hustler in a brown paper bag at the 7-Eleven or the gay basher who is really homosexual.

The “cover for insecurity” model of narcissism is pervasive in our culture. On TV’s ER, a coworker confronts a mean, bitingly sarcastic surgical resident by saying, “What is it about your need to belittle other people? Does insulting someone make you feel like a man, bolster what little self-esteem you’re clinging to? I can’t even begin to imagine what happened in your life to make you the kind of person that everybody hates.” The usually confident surgical resident looks flustered and promptly drops the papers he’s carrying, which is nifty TV shorthand for “You’re right. You discovered the hidden truth about my poor wasted soul.” On 7th Heaven, the unlikable character Rose suddenly decides to consider other people’s feelings. “I’ve been completely self-centered and condescending,” she admits to Annie, her fiancé’s mother. “I think I started getting like this after my parents divorced. I blamed myself. The more I blamed myself the worse I felt and the less I thought of myself. To hide that, I started acting superior to everyone so no one would know that I feel like nothing.” Annie not only believes her but decides that Rose is actually a wonderful person.

A lot of the available information about narcissism is based on the mistaken idea that narcissists have low self-esteem underneath. An online site notes that narcissists “actually have low self-esteem and experience a sense of insecurity around others. It is this insecure feeling that leads them to project a grandiose image of themselves as perfect in many ways.” Celebrity life coach Patrick Wanis told MSNBC, “Paris Hilton is suffering from narcissism. Although she seems to be confident she is in fact insecure, arrogant, and has low self-esteem.” Janice wrote on a New York Times comment board, “In coping with narcissists, it helps to remember that the size of a person’s ‘ego’ varies inversely with the level of self-esteem. Deep down, narcissists are very insecure and unhappy with themselves; those problems are what makes them narcissistic to begin with.” Many people see insecurity as the crucial difference between narcissism and self-confidence. It’s a way to have your cake and eat it, too: you can feel great by admiring yourself, but as long as you’re secure, it’s not narcissism.

However, there is no evidence that the extraverted narcissists we focus on in this book have low self-esteem or are insecure underneath—they like themselves just fine, and even more than the average person. Adults who score high on narcissism typically score high on self-esteem as well. The most common self-esteem measure has items such as “I feel I am a person of worth, at least on an equal basis with others” and “I feel that I have a number of good qualities.” Someone who thought he was entitled to the best would find very little to disagree with here. To narcissistic people, these self-esteem items sound like a pale shadow of their own greatness. “You bet I’m a person of worth—more than most people!” they think. “I have a lot of good qualities, not just a number!” The subset of “vulnerable narcissists” do have occasional bouts of low self-esteem and can end up in therapy, but in this book we focus more on the socially savvy narcissists who have the most influence on the culture. Much of the confusion about narcissism comes from thinking that most narcissists are like these vulnerable narcissists, but they’re not.

But what if these outgoing narcissists are just saying that they have high self-esteem? Maybe, deep down inside, they really do dislike themselves, and their narcissism is a defensive cover for their lack of true self-esteem. New methods in social psychology have made it much easier to answer such questions. The Implicit Association Test (IAT), developed by Tony Greenwald of the University of Washington and Mahzarin Banaji of Harvard, measures how fast people can associate two concepts. The IAT was first used to measure racial prejudice. In that version, pictures of white and black faces appear on a computer screen next to words like good and bad. In the first round, test takers press the key on the side of the keyboard under “good” if a white face appears and under “bad” if a black face appears. They then do the reverse, pairing white faces with “bad” and black faces with “good.” The computer measures how fast people can press the key for each pairing; being able to pair white faces with “good” faster than black faces shows a preference for whites (try it yourself at https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/). Many people who express little prejudice in explicit surveys still show an implicit racial prejudice on this test. Author Malcolm Gladwell, who wrote about unconscious associations in his book Blink and who is biracial himself, was embarrassed to discover that he found it hard to pair black faces with “good” but easy to do the same for white faces. The test is an intriguing measure of our true beliefs—the unconscious feelings and associations we have absorbed from our culture.

Researchers have recently adapted the IAT to measure self-esteem, with respondents pairing keys for “me” and “not me” with positive and negative words. People with high self-esteem find it easy to associate themselves with positive words like good and wonderful but react much more slowly when trying to pair “me” with awful and wrong. Several researchers have used this technique to discover how narcissists actually feel about themselves “deep down inside.”

It turns out that deep down inside, narcissists think they’re awesome. Narcissistic people found it just as easy—or even easier—than non-narcissists to hit the key for “me” when they saw words like good, wonderful, great, and right and found it equally or more difficult to press the “me” key for words like bad, awful, terrible, and wrong. Narcissists also had higher unconscious self-esteem than non-narcissists on such items as assertive, active, energetic, outspoken, dominant, and enthusiastic (versus words like quiet, reserved, silent, withdrawn, submissive, and inhibited). Narcissists scored only average on words like kind, friendly, generous, cooperative, pleasant, and affectionate (versus mean, rude, stingy, quarrelsome, grouchy, and cruel), but even in this domain they showed no signs of low self-image. Thus narcissists have very similar views of themselves on the inside and the outside—they are secure and positive that they are winners, but believe that caring about others isn’t all that important.

Another way to look at unconscious self-esteem is with the “name-letter task,” in which researchers ask people to rate the letters in the alphabet according to how beautiful or likable they are. Rating the letters in your own name (especially the first letter) as more likable or beautiful is a good indicator of internal self-esteem. If we authors had high unconscious self-esteem, we would find the letters j or k to be particularly beautiful. Sure enough, narcissists think the letters in their name are powerful and assertive and a little more beautiful, but not more kind and nurturing. Again, narcissism is not about deep self-loathing or low self-esteem, but a confidence in individual achievement areas paired with a neutral to negative attitude toward closeness and emotional intimacy with others.

Narcissism as a cover for insecurity is an important issue, as many people assume that narcissism can be cured with even more self-admiration. It can’t. “If Michael had more self-esteem, he wouldn’t be so disrespectful,” they’ll say. The truth is that Michael might be disrespectful because he thinks he’s better than you are and feels his needs are more important than yours. More self-esteem, especially if it crosses over into narcissism, might only make that problem worse. Thus it is very important that programs seeking to work with school bullies be very careful when trying to build their self-esteem, as narcissism might be an unintended consequence. Bullies need to learn respect for others. They already have too much respect for themselves.

    MYTH 3:

    Narcissists Really Are Great/Better Looking/Smarter

Maybe narcissists are justified in their beliefs that they are special because they really are special. It certainly would be easier to be narcissistic if you were actually beautiful or particularly talented at something, but there isn’t much evidence that narcissists are any better on average. Two studies found that narcissists didn’t score any higher on objective IQ tests, and another found no correlation between narcissism and performance on a test of general knowledge. Studies on creativity are mixed, with one finding a positive correlation and another finding no relationship. Narcissists also aren’t any better looking: across two studies, strangers who rated head shots found narcissists no more attractive than others, even though they thought they were more attractive (one of these studies was cleverly titled “Narcissistic men and women think they are so hot—But they are not”). However, narcissists do know how to pick out a flattering picture of themselves (or take enough pictures so at least one of them is flattering). For example, the pictures that narcissists chose for their personal Web pages were rated as more attractive by observers. Overall, narcissists believe that they are smarter and more beautiful than they actually are.

    MYTH 4:

    Some Narcissism Is Healthy

Some people have asked us, “So should we all hate ourselves instead?” Of course not. Saying that hating yourself is the alternative to loving yourself is a false choice. Just as obesity researchers are not saying that Americans should all become anorexic, we’re not suggesting self-hatred. A small number of people do hate themselves and could use some self-admiration. But you can like yourself just fine without loving yourself to excess. We believe that it would be better for everyone not to concentrate on self-feelings—positive or negative—quite so much. Instead, focus on life: your relationships with others, your work, or the beauty of the natural world. Think about the deepest joy you experience in life—it doesn’t typically come from thinking about how great you are. Instead it comes from connecting with the world and getting away from yourself, as when you enjoy time with friends, family, and children, are engaged at work, or do all-absorbing tasks such as art, writing, crafts, athletics, or helping others.

Is some amount of narcissism healthy? The real question is, “Healthy for whom?” Selfishness, for example, might allow you to get a bigger piece of dessert after dinner, but will hurt your longer-term relationships with your companions and might cost you a dinner invitation in the future. A narcissist would probably be on the first lifeboat on a sinking ship—adaptive, yes, but not good if he’s taking a place away from a child. Similarly, it’s great to eat when you’re hungry, but not that great if you’re snatching food out of the mouth of a baby.

Hurting others is wrong, and that belief informs our stance on whether self-admiration is healthy. Narcissistic behavior that causes others to suffer isn’t “healthy.” Narcissism at the expense of one’s own performance (for example, failing at a task as a result of overconfidence) is also not healthy. Getting a rush of excitement and self-esteem from being a legend in your own mind seems a tad unhealthy, but, hey, if it works for you and isn’t adversely affecting others in your life or your own performance, we aren’t going to make a big deal out of it. So narcissism that helps performance but does not hurt others, such as the confidence you might need before a big public performance, is the healthier aspect of narcissism, although there are probably other ways to get the same result without focusing so much on the self.

    MYTH 5:

    Narcissism Is Just Physical Vanity

Although vanity is certainly one of the negative characteristics of narcissists (which we address in Chapter 9), it is far from the only one. Narcissists are also materialistic, entitled, aggressive when insulted, and uninterested in emotional closeness.

IS THE NARCISSISM EPIDEMIC GROWING?

Given the downsides of narcissism, we wondered if this negative personality trait was now more common than in the past. Self-esteem has risen among children and college students, as have several other traits correlated with narcissism.

So we set out to determine whether the pervasive trend toward self-admiration in America extended to narcissism. After many hours of searching psychology databases and research reports, we and our coauthors Sara Konrath, Joshua Foster, and Brad Bushman found 85 samples of 16,275 college students who filled out the Narcissistic Personality Inventory between 1979 and 2006. This allowed us to look into the past to see how previous generations responded to this questionnaire when they were in college and compare their responses to those of more recent college students.

We found that the move toward self-admiration has a dark side. College students in the 2000s were significantly more narcissistic than Gen Xers and Baby Boomers in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s. The Boomers, a generation famous for being self-absorbed, were outdone by their children. By 2006, two-thirds of college students scored above the scale’s original 1979–85 sample average, a 30% increase in only two decades. One out of 4 recent college students answered the majority of questions in the narcissistic direction. The upswing in narcissism appears to be accelerating: the increase between 2000 and 2006 was especially steep. The changes were especially large for women; men still score higher on narcissism than women, but young women are closing the gap.

College Students’ Narcissistic Personality Inventory Scores, 1982–2006, from 31 Campuses Across the U.S.

    
        [image: image]
        Source: Twenge, J. M., Konrath, S., Foster, J. D., Campbell, W. K., and Bushman, B. J. (2008). Egos inflating over time: A cross-temporal meta-analysis of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory. Journal of Personality, 76, 875–901.

    

Over the last few decades, narcissism has risen as much as obesity. In other words, the narcissism epidemic is just as widespread as the obesity epidemic. It is also useful to consider what the increase in narcissism would look like if it occurred in some other familiar measurements: it’s the same as an SAT score going up 75 points (out of 1600) or the height of all men going up by about an inch.

Of course, this study shows a shift in the average—plenty of college students are not narcissistic. But you will probably see it among more young people, because there are now more students with high levels of narcissism. A small to medium-sized change in an average score multiplies into a much larger change in high scores.

Another study received widespread press coverage, as it seemed to challenge our results by finding no change in narcissism. This study had a number of limitations. It analyzed data from only three campuses, all in Northern California, compared to the 31 campuses nationwide from 21 states in our study. It was also very difficult to separate the effects of campus and time in their study, as their 1980s sample was from the University of California at Berkeley and UC Santa Cruz, their 1990s sample from Berkeley, and all of their 2000s data from UC Davis. Thus campus was perfectly confounded with year—so if the 1990s sample had a higher score than the 2000s sample, there was no way to tell if generation or campus was the cause of the difference. This is a definite possibility, as Berkeley is an urban campus that draws students from big cities and Davis is very rural and draws from the agricultural parts of the state (the Davis mascot is the Aggies, and the campus is well-known for its veterinary school). These samples were also not very representative of U.S. college students; by 2008, 44% of their sample was Asian-American, though nationwide, only 6% of college students are Asian-American. Because Asian-Americans score lower on the NPI, these samples look very different from the rest of the country. When we examined these data within ethnic groups (for example, whites, Asian-Americans) and within campus (UC Davis, which had the most data), narcissism increased markedly. From 2002 to 2008, this sample’s narcissism scores rose even faster than we found in our study. So even the study purporting to challenge ours actually found a striking increase in narcissism over time in recent years.

The trend toward narcissism in American culture has been building for a long time. The personality data we have from college students filling out the NPI goes back only to 1979. But the increase in narcissism probably began at least a decade earlier. It is relatively safe to say, for example, that the college Boomers of the late 1960s and ’70s were more narcissistic and self-focused than the more staid college students of the 1950s and early ’60s (now aged 65 or above). That’s probably why advertisements for retirement planning services suddenly changed their approach in the last few years, focusing more on “dreams,” fun, and returning to childhood (the Boomer-laced Ameriprise ads with Dennis Hopper declare, “Dreams don’t retire”). Almost every trait related to narcissism rose between the 1950s and the ’90s, including assertiveness, dominance, extraversion, self-esteem, and individualistic focus. Even some older generations later turned to the modern way of thinking; one sample of women born in the late 1930s increased markedly in narcissistic and individualistic traits during the 1970s when they were already in their forties. These trends have continued their ascent, with the Boomers’ children topping them on every measure—including narcissism. Although Boomers rebelled against their straightlaced parents in the 1960s, their own offspring are more than happy to continue their parents’ focus on the self. However, our point in this book is not to single out one generation or another. Although young people are often the most affected by cultural change, there is plenty of narcissism among people of all ages. In addition—we can’t stress this enough—young people didn’t raise themselves. They got these narcissistic values from somewhere, often from their parents or media messages created by older people.

University of California at Davis Students’ Narcissistic Personality Inventory scores, 2002–2007, Centered Within Ethnic Group
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        Source: Twenge, J. M., and Foster, J. D. (2008). Mapping the scale of the narcissism epidemic: Increases in narcissism 2002–2007 within ethnic groups. Journal of Research in Personality, 42,1619–1622.

    

Both of the datasets on narcissistic traits over the generations used college students—every research psychologist’s favorite (and free) captive audience, and thus the only population that has filled out the NPI for three decades. We don’t know for sure if the change extends to children, younger adolescents, and young adults not in college, but other sources of data point in that direction. One study compared more than 11,000 teens aged 14 to 16 who filled out a long questionnaire in either 1951 or 1989. Out of more than 400 items, the one that showed the largest change over time was “I am an important person.” Only 12% of teens agreed with this statement in the 1950s, but by the late ’80s more than 80% of girls and 77% of boys said they were important. A study called Monitoring the Future found that the number of high school students who said that “having lots of money” was “extremely important” increased 66% between 1976 and 2006. A 2008 Harris Interactive poll found that 21-to 31-year-olds were voted the most greedy and self-indulgent—even by the twenty-somethings themselves, who were actually more likely than older generations to agree that the young generation had these narcissistic tendencies. (So much for the “narcissism in the young is only in the eyes of bitter old people” argument.)
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