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Article

We’ve changed the way we think of ourselves as citizens. We 
don’t think of ourselves as citizens in the old sense of being 
small parts of something larger and infinitely more important to 
which we have serious responsibilities. . . . We think of ourselves 
now as eaters of the [American] pie . . .

—Wallace, 2012, p. 138

In his analysis of the American ethos, the author David 
Foster Wallace describes a shift from communal values 
toward self-interest. His observation is corroborated by 
mounting empirical evidence: Americans today are experi-
encing unprecedented levels of narcissism (Twenge, 2006). 
College students are more self-centered than ever before 
(Twenge & Foster, 2010; Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, 
& Bushman, 2008), teenagers deem fame a fundamental life 
goal (Halpern, 2007), and cultural products such as popular 
music reflect increasing self-focus—for instance, the song, 
“I Am a God” by the musician Kanye West (DeWall, Pond, 
Campbell, & Twenge, 2011).

However ubiquitous, growing societal narcissism may 
be qualified by an important caveat: Narcissism may not be 
evenly distributed across all strata of society. I propose that 
narcissism varies by people’s social class (or socioeco-
nomic status [SES])—their position vis-à vis others in soci-
ety in terms of their actual objective resources (e.g., wealth, 
education) and corresponding subjective perceptions of 

social class rank (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 
2000; Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & 
Keltner, 2012).

Social class uniquely shapes people’s patterns of 
thoughts, feelings, and actions (e.g., Fiske & Markus, 2012; 
Kraus et al., 2012; Piff, Kraus, Côté, Cheng, & Keltner, 
2010; Stephens, Markus, & Fryberg, 2012). Relatively 
abundant resources and elevated rank afford upper-class 
individuals increased control over their lives, reduced expo-
sure to external influences, and more personal choice, all of 
which promote greater independence and self-focus (Kraus, 
Piff, & Keltner, 2009; Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 
2007). In contrast, lower-class individuals, who have 
reduced resources, subordinate rank, and reduced personal 
control, are more interdependent and other-focused (e.g., 
Piff et al., 2010; Stephens et al., 2007). Guided by these 
findings, I hypothesize that relative to their lower-class 
counterparts, upper-class individuals will exhibit increased 
narcissism and will do so, in part, because of their increased 
sense of entitlement. By testing this hypothesis, I extend 
research on social class to examine its influences on person-
ality and the self-concept.
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Abstract
Americans may be more narcissistic now than ever, but narcissism is not evenly distributed across social strata. Five studies 
demonstrated that higher social class is associated with increased entitlement and narcissism. Upper-class individuals 
reported greater psychological entitlement (Studies 1a, 1b, and 2) and narcissistic personality tendencies (Study 2), and they 
were more likely to behave in a narcissistic fashion by opting to look at themselves in a mirror (Study 3). Finally, inducing 
egalitarian values in upper-class participants decreased their narcissism to a level on par with their lower-class peers (Study 4). 
These findings offer novel evidence regarding the influence of social class on the self and highlight the importance of social 
stratification to understanding basic psychological processes.
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Narcissistic Personalities

Narcissism is a multifaceted construct characterized by an 
inflated view of the self, a self-aggrandizing and dominant 
orientation toward others, increased grandiosity, and height-
ened feelings of uniqueness and individualism (Emmons, 
1984; Raskin & Terry, 1988; Twenge et al., 2008). One of the 
primary determinants of narcissism is psychological entitle-
ment (Brown, Budzek, & Tamborski, 2009)—a sense that 
one deserves more and is more important than others 
(Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, Exline, & Bushman, 2004). 
Entitlement is a global and pervasive dimension of the self-
concept that orients the individual toward maintaining an 
enhanced status vis-à-vis others and, as such, is a primary 
motivator of narcissistic tendencies (Brown et al., 2009; 
Campbell et al., 2004; Exline, Baumeister, Bushman, 
Campbell, & Finkel, 2004).

Narcissism varies by culture. For example, individuals 
from Western countries (e.g., the United States) tend to be 
more narcissistic than those from Eastern countries (e.g., 
China; Foster, Campbell, & Twenge, 2003). These findings 
imply an association between cultural values of individual-
ism and narcissism. Specifically, factors that emphasize indi-
vidual achievement and “standing out from the crowd” may 
promote narcissism (e.g., Cai, Kwan, & Sedikides, 2012). 
Cultural processes related to economic prosperity, including 
increased urban living, formal schooling, and commerce 
may also shift values away from collectivism toward indi-
vidualism and, in turn, narcissism (Greenfield, 2009; Keller, 
2012). This research suggests not only that eras with more 
economic prosperity may tend toward narcissism but also 
that individuals with relatively greater economic advantage 
may be more narcissistic. I submit that the socio-cultural 
environments of different social-class groups—which vary 
in their levels of affluence and differentially emphasize indi-
vidual versus communal tendencies—shape different levels 
of entitlement and narcissism.

Social Class, Entitlement, and 
Narcissism

Studies of class differences in the way people perceive them-
selves and act toward others indicate that higher class may be 
associated with increased entitlement and narcissism (e.g., 
Kraus et al., 2012; Piff et al., 2010; Snibbe & Markus, 2005; 
Stephens et al., 2007). Lower-class individuals are more 
likely to spend time taking care of others (Argyle, 1994), and 
they are more embedded in social networks that depend on 
mutual aid (Lamont, 2000; Piff, Stancato, Martinez, Kraus, 
& Keltner, 2012). By contrast, upper-class individuals priori-
tize independence from others: They are less motivated than 
lower-class individuals to build social relationships (Kraus 
& Keltner, 2009) and instead seek to differentiate themselves 
from others (Stephens et al., 2007).

Upper-class individuals also behave in a more self-inter-
ested fashion. In one study, upper-class individuals proved 
more selfish in an economic game (Piff et al., 2010). In other 
research, upper-class individuals showed reduced sensitivity 
to others’ suffering (Stellar, Manzo, Kraus, & Keltner, 2012) 
and exhibited increased tendencies toward self-serving 
unethical behavior (Piff, Stancato, Côté, Mendoza-Denton, 
& Keltner, 2012). To the extent that upper-class individuals 
are more independent, self-focused, and self-interested, they 
may also display increased entitlement and narcissism.

Cross-cultural research on narcissism further supports my 
hypothesis. Foster and colleagues (2003) found a small but 
positive association between income and self-reported nar-
cissism worldwide. In another study, self-identified rela-
tively rich Chinese individuals expressed more narcissism 
than their less affluent counterparts (Cai et al., 2012). 
Although the specific factors underlying these associations 
remain untested, this initial evidence indicates that upper-
class individuals may feel more entitled and narcissistic than 
lower-class individuals.

An Alternative Hypothesis

Certain conceptual analyses and empirical findings suggest a 
competing hypothesis to my own and merit elaboration. The 
hypothesis that lower-class individuals may feel less, not 
more, entitled could seem inherently paradoxical. Lower-
class individuals are—objectively and in terms of subjective 
construal—more disadvantaged, and it would stand to reason 
that they might feel more deserving than upper-class individ-
uals. Research on conspicuous consumption further under-
scores an alternative hypothesis. Conspicuous consumption 
refers to the acquisition of luxury goods and services to signal 
one’s wealth or status to others (Sundie et al., 2011), and it is 
associated with self-indulgence and narcissism (Rose, 2007). 
Select studies have found that lower-status individuals (e.g., 
ethnic minorities)—partly in an effort to compensate for lack-
ing status—are more desiring of luxury material goods 
(Mazzocco, Rucker, Galinsky, & Anderson, 2012) and devote 
larger shares of their expenditures to visible luxury (Charles, 
Hurst, & Roussanov, 2009). By implication, one might expect 
lower-class individuals to engage in more conspicuous con-
sumption, which may underlie increased narcissism.

However, social status and social class are conceptually dis-
tinct constructs, and findings for one construct do not necessar-
ily generalize to the other (Kraus et al., 2012). In addition, 
whereas narcissistic personality may be linked to conspicuous 
consumption, it is not reducible to it (Rose, 2007). Thus, 
although select indirect evidence reasonably points to an alter-
native hypothesis, the research concerning social class, interde-
pendence, and prosociality, as well as the cross-cultural findings 
that directly link income to narcissism, strongly favor my pre-
diction: Upper-class individuals are more prone to feelings of 
entitlement and narcissistic tendencies.
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The Present Research

I conducted five studies using nationwide and university 
samples to test the associations between social class, entitle-
ment, and narcissism. Studies 1a and 1b tested the link 
between class and self-reported entitlement. Study 2 exam-
ined whether upper-class individuals scored higher on a 
scale of narcissistic personality in part because of increased 
entitlement. Study 3 investigated the association between 
class and a narcissistic behavior—looking at oneself in the 
mirror. Finally, Study 4 explored whether inducing egalitar-
ian values—that is, the antithesis of entitlement—would 
eliminate class differences in narcissism. Across studies, I 
sought to generalize my results across operationalizations of 
social class and therefore used assessments that represent 
the construct’s two core facets: objective resources (e.g., 
educational attainment, income) and subjective social-class 
rank (Adler et al., 2000).

Study 1a: Social Class and Psychological 
Entitlement

Study 1a examined the association between scores on mea-
sures of social class and psychological entitlement in a 
nationwide sample of adults. In testing my hypothesis, I also 
controlled for ethnicity and gender, factors that co-vary with 
social class and narcissism and could influence my results 
(e.g., Foster et al., 2003).

Participants and Procedure

I recruited 195 adults (129 female, 6 unreported; age 18-72, 
M = 33.82, SD = 13.26) from several online community 
forums to complete a survey for a chance to win a $50 gift 
certificate. One hundred forty-one participants selected 
European American as comprising their ethnic background, 
17 selected Asian American, and 63 selected African 
American, Latino/a, Native American, or other ethnicity 
(two unreported; the sum of these categories exceeds 195 
because participants could select multiple categories).

After giving consent and completing filler items, partici-
pants completed the Psychological Entitlement Scale (PES; 
Campbell et al., 2004), a nine-item measure of the extent to 
which individuals feel they deserve more than others. Sample 
items include “I honestly feel I’m just more deserving than 
others” and “I do not necessarily deserve special treatment” 
(reverse-scored). All items are answered on a 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. The PES has demonstrated 
good reliability, validity, internal consistency, and stability 
across time (Campbell et al., 2004; Pryor, Miller, & Gaughan, 
2008). Scores on the scale were reliable (α = .87, M = 3.44, 
SD = 1.18).

Participants also completed the MacArthur Scale of 
Subjective SES to index social class (Adler et al., 2000). On 
an image of a ladder containing 10 rungs representing people 

with different levels of income, education, and occupational 
prestige, participants selected a rung to represent where they 
feel they stand relative to others.1 Scores on this measure 
ranged from 1 to 10 (M = 5.71, SD = 1.91), indicating that the 
sample represented the full spectrum of social-class 
backgrounds.

Results

I computed partial correlations between social class and enti-
tlement while accounting for participants’ ethnicity (1 = 
European American, 0 = non-European American) and gen-
der (1 = male, 0 = female). As predicted, higher social class 
was associated with increased scores on the PES, r(178) = 
.17, p = .021. The zero-order correlation between these vari-
ables were virtually identical (in subsequent studies, too, 
results were unchanged without controlling for ethnicity and 
gender).

Study 1b: Replicating and Extending the 
Association Between Social Class and 
Psychological Entitlement

In Study 1b, I examined the relationship between social class 
and entitlement in a sample of university students. I tested 
my prediction using an assessment of subjective social 
class—paralleling Study 1a—and an objective indicator of 
social class (parental education; e.g., Stephens et al., 2007), 
which allowed me to ascertain the generalizability of my 
results across distinct operationalizations of social class.

Participants and Procedure

One hundred five undergraduates (62 female; age 18-36, M = 
20.33, SD = 2.52) received partial course credit in exchange 
for completing the study. Thirty-seven participants selected 
European American as comprising their ethnic background, 
50 selected Asian American, and 33 selected African 
American, Latino/a, Native American, or other ethnicity 
(one unreported; the sum of these categories exceeds 105 
because participants could select multiple categories).

Participants were seated at computers in individual sound-
attenuated cubicles. After giving consent and completing 
several unrelated measures, participants completed the PES 
to index entitlement (Campbell et al., 2004; α = .89, M = 
3.53, SD = 1.19). To assess social class, participants first 
completed the MacArthur Scale of Subjective SES by indi-
cating their position on a 10-rung ladder relative to others in 
society (Adler et al., 2000; M = 6.30, SD = 1.72). I also asked 
participants to report the educational attainment of both their 
parents: (1) did not finish high school, (2) high school gradu-
ate or some college, (3) college graduate, or (4) postgraduate 
degree. I standardized, summed, and averaged mothers’ and 
fathers’ educational attainment to create an overall measure 
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of each participant’s parental educational attainment (M = 0, 
SD = .92). Parental educational attainment is considered a 
fundamental objective indicator of social class and has been 
used as such in prior research (e.g., Snibbe & Markus, 2005; 
Stephens et al., 2007). In the current study, scores on the 
MacArthur Scale of Subjective SES and parental educational 
attainment were highly correlated, r(102) = .52, p < .001. 
These findings parallel prior work arguing that subjective 
and objective measures of social class, though distinct, are 
strongly conceptually and empirically related (e.g., Adler et 
al., 2000; Kraus et al., 2012).

Results and Discussion

I tested the partial correlations between the two measures of 
social class and the measure of entitlement while accounting 
for participants’ ethnicity (1 = European American, 0 = non-
European American) and gender (1 = male, 0 = female). 
Central to my hypothesis, parental educational attainment—
an objective indicator of social class—was positively associ-
ated with scores on the PES, r(93) = .22, p = .036. Furthermore, 
paralleling my earlier findings, higher scores on the 
MacArthur Scale of Subjective SES were also marginally 
associated with increased entitlement, r(96) = .19, p = .059.

Taken together, the results of Studies 1a and 1b provide 
initial evidence for the central hypothesis guiding this inves-
tigation. Across subjective and objective indicators of social 
class, higher social-class standing was positively associated 
with increased feelings of entitlement in an adult and univer-
sity student sample. In the following studies, I shift my atten-
tion to the relationship between social class and the broader 
construct of narcissism.

Study 2: Social Class, Entitlement, and 
Narcissism

In Study 2, I advanced my initial findings in several key 
ways. First, I assessed the relationship between social class 
and narcissism with a widely used measure of narcissistic 
personality tendencies (Raskin & Terry, 1988). Second, I 
sought to replicate the association between class and entitle-
ment in a different sample with a different measure of entitle-
ment and a resource-based index of class: income (e.g., Côté, 
Piff, & Willer, 2013). Third, I tested my theoretical frame-
work in which the relationship between social class and nar-
cissism is explained, in part, by psychological entitlement.

Participants and Procedure

One hundred eighty-two undergraduates (90 female, 7 unre-
ported) received partial course credit in exchange for partici-
pation. Nine participants were excluded because of 
substantial missing data, leaving 173 participants in the final 
sample (age 18-45, M = 20.67, SD = 2.81). Thirty-four par-
ticipants were European American, 100 were Asian 

American, and the remaining 38 were African American, 
Latino/a, Native American, or other ethnicity (one 
unreported).

Participants were seated at computers in private cubicles. 
After giving consent, participants completed the Me Versus 
Other Scale—a visual, nonverbal measure of entitlement 
(Campbell et al., 2004). This measure contains seven sets of 
four circles, with each set containing three circles labeled 
“other” and one circle labeled “me.” The size of the “me” 
circle steadily increases across the seven sets, from being 
significantly smaller than the others to significantly larger. 
The size of the circles representing the others does not vary. 
Participants select the set of circles to represent how they see 
themselves relative to others (M = 4.12, SD = 1.33). Prior 
research has validated this scale as a visual measure of enti-
tlement—for instance, it is positively and specifically associ-
ated with the PES (Campbell et al., 2004).

To measure narcissism, participants completed the forced-
choice version of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; 
Raskin & Terry, 1988), a well-validated, reliable, and widely 
used instrument for assessing subclinical narcissism. The NPI 
presents participants with 40 two-statement pairs and asks 
them to select the statement from each pair that best describes 
themselves. Example items are “I like to look at myself in the 
mirror” (narcissistic) or “I am not particularly interested in 
looking at myself in the mirror” (nonnarcissistic), and “I am 
more capable than other people” (narcissistic) or “There is a 
lot I can learn from other people” (nonnarcissistic). The NPI 
contains several different factors (e.g., authority, exhibition-
ism, and exploitativeness), but for the purposes of the current 
study, I totaled responses to all 40 items to compute a global 
measure of narcissism (Campbell et al., 2004; Raskin & 
Terry, 1988). Scores ranged from 1 to 34 and demonstrated 
high reliability (α = .82, M = 14.79, SD = 6.42).

To index social class, participants reported their parents’ 
current annual salary and total household income using 
eight categories: (a) <$15,000, (b) $15,001-$25,000, (c) 
$25,001-$35,000, (d) $35,001-$50,000, (e) $50,001-
$75,000, (f) $75,001-$100,000, (g) $100,001-$150,000, or 
(h) >$150,000. Annual salary and household income were 
highly correlated, r(165) = .90, p < .001, and were standard-
ized and averaged to compute an overall measure of social 
class (M = .007, SD = .970).

Results and Discussion

I tested the associations between social class, the Me Versus 
Other Scale, and the NPI, while also accounting for partici-
pants’ ethnicity (1 = European American, 0 = non-European 
American) and gender (1 = male, 0 = female). As predicted, 
social class was positively associated with the Me Versus 
Other Scale, r(159) = .16, p = .044. Social class was also 
positively associated with scores on the NPI, r(143) = .16,  
p = .055. Moreover, the Me Versus Other Scale was posi-
tively associated with the NPI, r(151) = .43, p < .001.
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Prior work indicates that entitlement is a primary motivator 
of narcissism (Campbell et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2009). I 
tested whether entitlement—as indexed by the Me Versus 
Other Scale—mediated the relationship between class and 
narcissism. The results of this analysis are displayed in 
Figure 1. As reported above, higher social class predicted 
higher scores on the Me Versus Other Scale, t(162) = 2.03, p = 
.044, and the NPI, t(146) = 1.93, p = .055. When the Me Versus 
Other Scale was entered alongside social class into a linear 
regression model to predict the NPI, social class ceased to be a 
significant predictor, t(146) = 1.23, p = .22, whereas the Me 
Versus Other Scale remained significant, t(146) = 5.26, p < 
.001. Moreover, the Preacher & Hayes (2008) bootstrapping 
technique (with 10,000 iterations) produced a 95% confidence 
interval for the indirect effect that did not include zero (range = 
.058 to 1.035). These findings suggest that upper-class indi-
viduals are prone to increased narcissism, and this association 
is due in part to their greater sense of entitlement.2

Study 3: Social Class and Looking at 
Oneself in a Mirror

Study 3 used a novel laboratory paradigm to assess a behav-
ioral signal of narcissism. Specifically, I tested whether 
upper-class individuals would be more likely to behave in a 
narcissistic fashion by choosing to look at their reflections in 
a mirror.

Participants and Procedure

Two hundred forty-four undergraduates (147 female, 1 unre-
ported) received partial course credit for their participation in 
the study. Fifteen participants were excluded due to experi-
menter error during data collection and two participants were 
excluded for identifying the purpose of the study, leaving a 
total of 227 participants in the final sample (age 18-32, M = 
20.57, SD = 2.58). Fifty-five participants were European 
American, 110 were Asian American, and 59 were African 
American, Latino/a, Native American, or other ethnicity 
(three unreported).

Participants were seated at computers and provided con-
sent before completing demographics, including a measure of 

social class in which they indicated their agreement with five 
statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 
Griskevicius, Tybur, Delton, & Robertson, 2011): “I have 
enough money to buy things I want,” “I don’t need to worry 
too much about paying my bills,” “My family usually had 
enough money for things when I was growing up,” “I grew up 
in a relatively wealthy neighborhood,” and “I felt relatively 
wealthy compared to the other kids in my school.” Responses 
were summed and averaged to index social class (α = .82, 
M = 4.40, SD = 1.30).3 Participants also indicated their agree-
ment (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with two 
statements assessing their self-consciousness about their 
appearances: “I’m self-conscious about the way I look” and 
“I’m concerned about the way I present myself” (Fenigstein, 
Scheier, & Buss, 1975; α = .65, M = 4.95, SD = 1.31).

The computer then prompted participants to exit the lab 
and enter the hall. The experimenter greeted the participants 
and asked them whether she or he could take their photos for 
an upcoming study on facial perception. Participants were 
told that the photo was optional and confidential. One par-
ticipant elected not to have his picture taken. After partici-
pants agreed to the photo, the experimenter pointed to a 
mirror approximately 11 feet down the hall and informed the 
participants that they could use it, if they wanted, to “fix 
yourself up for the photo.” The experimenter then left par-
ticipants (ostensibly) alone in the hall to retrieve the camera 
from the lab. Unbeknownst to participants, 20 feet down the 
hall, a second experimenter—posing as a student studying at 
a desk—discreetly observed and recorded whether partici-
pants walked to the mirror to look at their reflections (0 = no, 
1 = yes). One hundred forty-two participants (approximately 
63%) in the current study elected to look at themselves in the 
mirror.

This measure assessed narcissistic tendencies in that, by 
looking at themselves in the mirror, participants were signal-
ing increased interest in their physical appearances, and this 
was based on several guiding principles. First, attention to 
one’s appearance is a defining feature of narcissism (Raskin 
& Terry, 1988; Vazire, Naumann, Rentfrow, & Gosling, 
2008); second, several items in the NPI specifically refer-
ence interest in one’s appearance (e.g., “I like to look at 
myself in the mirror”); third, similar measures have been 
used in past research on narcissism (see Exner, 1995).

Results and Discussion

Using a binary logistic framework, I regressed whether  
participants looked at themselves in the mirror onto social 
class, ethnicity (1 = European American, 0 = non-European 
American), and gender (1 = male, 0 = female). Ethnicity was 
unrelated to mirror looking, but men were less likely than 
women to look in the mirror, b = −.67, SE b = .29, p = .02. As 
expected, upper-class individuals were more likely to look at 
themselves in the mirror relative to lower-class individuals, 
b = .22, SE b = .11, and p = .047. The association between 

Entitlement

b = .17** b = 2.49***

Social b = 1.09*
Class Narcissism

(b = .64, ns)

Figure 1. The relationship between social class and narcissism, 
mediated by entitlement (Study 2).
*p = .055. **p < .05. ***p < .001.
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class and mirror looking remained unchanged when control-
ling for self-consciousness (b = .22, p = .047). These findings 
indicate that upper-class individuals were more prone to 
behave narcissistically by looking at themselves in the mir-
ror and that this tendency was not reducible to self-con-
sciousness about appearance.

Study 4: Social Class, Egalitarian 
Values, and Narcissism

Study 4 further tested why upper-class individuals are more 
narcissistic. In Study 2, I found that feelings of entitlement—as 
indexed by the Me Versus Other Scale—mediated the asso-
ciation between class and narcissism. In the current study, I 
used a moderation-of-process design to further test this 
mechanism (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005). I examined 
whether a manipulation that increases egalitarian values—
and thus reduces entitlement—would decrease the narcis-
sism of upper-class individuals to match their lower-class 
counterparts.

Participants and Procedure

One hundred thirty-nine participants (82 female) completed 
an online study via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). 
Two participants were excluded due to substantial missing 
data, leaving 137 participants in the final sample (age 20-73, 
M = 37.80, SD = 13.72). One hundred two participants were 
European American, 12 were Asian American, and the 
remaining 22 were African American, Latino/a, Native 
American, or other ethnicity (one unreported).

After providing consent, participants reported their demo-
graphics and social class using the same five items as Study 
3. Responses were summed, averaged, and standardized (α = 
.76, M = 0, SD = 1.00). Participants were then randomly 
assigned to one of two priming conditions. In the egalitarian-
prime condition, participants were instructed to list three 
benefits of regarding others as equals. In the neutral-prime 
condition, participants listed three activities they did during 
an average day. To verify that I successfully induced egalitar-
ian values (and decreased entitlement), participants com-
pleted the PES (Campbell et al., 2004; α = .90, M = 3.32, SD 
= 1.19). Finally, participants completed the NPI to index 
their narcissistic tendencies (Raskin & Terry, 1988; α = .90, 
M = 11.89, SD = 7.72).

Results and Discussion

Participants in the egalitarian-prime condition reported sig-
nificantly lower entitlement (M = 2.99) than those in the con-
trol condition (M = 3.61), t(135) = 3.15, p = .002, d = .54, 
indicating that I successfully induced egalitarian values.

My central prediction was that priming egalitarianism 
would moderate the association between social class and 

narcissism. I regressed NPI scores on social class, priming 
condition (1 = egalitarian, 0 = control), their interaction, eth-
nicity (1 = European American, 0 = non-European American), 
and gender (1 = male, 0 = female). The effect for ethnicity 
was nonsignificant (p = .52), but men were more narcissistic 
than women, b = 2.71, SE b = 1.23, t(126) = 2.20, p = .029. 
Further, upper-class participants reported greater narcissism 
than lower-class participants, b = 4.00, SE b = .86, t(126) = 
4.64, p < .001, and egalitarian-prime participants reported 
less narcissism than neutral-prime participants, b = −4.56, SE 
b = 1.22, t(126) = −3.73, p < .001. These effects were quali-
fied by the predicted significant interaction between social 
class and priming condition, b = −2.89, SE b = 1.20, t(126) = 
−2.42, p = .017. As shown in Figure 2, in the neutral prime 
condition, upper-class participants expressed more narcis-
sism than lower-class participants, t(126) = 4.64, p < .001. 
When primed with egalitarianism, however, upper-class par-
ticipants exhibited low levels of narcissism comparable to 
their lower-class counterparts, t(126) = 1.34, p = .183.

Following Aiken and West (1991), I further probed the 
interaction between social class and priming condition by 
calculating the mean difference in narcissism between par-
ticipants in the egalitarian prime versus control condition for 
individuals ± 1 standard deviations (SDs) from the mean of 
social class (i.e., testing for effects of prime within “high” 
versus “low” levels of social class). Among lower-class indi-
viduals (1 SD below the mean), who are presumably rela-
tively high in baseline levels of egalitarianism, priming 
egalitarianism did not lead to significant decreases in narcis-
sism, t(126) = −.97, p = .336. On the other hand, among 
upper-class individuals (1 SD above the mean), who may 
otherwise tend toward reduced egalitarianism, priming egali-
tarian values led to significant decreases in narcissism, t(126) 
= −4.42, p < .001.

Complementing the mediational results of Study 2, these 
findings further indicate that class differences in narcissism 
arise, in part, out of class differences in feelings of entitle-
ment. Importantly, these results also suggest that class 
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Figure 2. The relationship between social class and narcissism, 
moderated by the egalitarian prime (from Study 4).
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differences in narcissism are not fixed but rather sensitive to 
changes in social values.

General Discussion

Narcissism is an increasingly prevalent feature of social life, 
visible in the values people teach their children to the music 
they listen to and in the clothes they wear (DeWall et al., 
2011; Twenge & Foster, 2010; Vazire et al., 2008). There is 
significant cultural variation in narcissism as a function of 
individualistic versus communal values (e.g., Cai et al., 
2012). Guided by research finding that upper-class individu-
als are more self-focused and individualistic than lower-class 
individuals (Kraus et al., 2012; Stephens et al., 2007), I tested 
whether higher social class is associated with greater entitle-
ment and narcissism.

Five studies using university and nationwide samples and 
assessments of subjective and objective social class (e.g., 
parental educational attainment, income) yielded evidence 
consistent with this prediction. Upper-class individuals 
reported increased entitlement and narcissistic tendencies, 
and they were more likely to behave in a narcissistic fashion. 
In addition, mediator and moderator data indicated that upper-
class individuals’ increased narcissism is attributable, in part, 
to their increased entitlement. These findings converge with 
research arguing that entitlement is a primary determinant of 
narcissistic tendencies (e.g., Brown et al., 2009).

My results also dovetail with work finding that social 
inequality—and relevant social comparison processes—
causes individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds to see 
themselves as deserving of lesser outcomes. By contrast, 
individuals from more privileged backgrounds tend to feel 
entitled to relative advantage (Major, 1994). Extending this 
work, I posit that the disadvantage associated with lower 
social class also promotes other-focus and interdependence, 
which enhance egalitarianism and diminish entitlement 
(Foster et al., 2003; Twenge et al., 2008).

The current investigation is among the first to document 
how personality varies by social class. Recent epidemiologi-
cal data link social class to the “Big 5” personality factors. 
For instance, lower-class standing is associated with 
increased agreeableness—a factor comprising traits reflect-
ing compassion, cooperation, and trust (Chapman, Fiscella, 
Kawachi, & Duberstein, 2010). My findings link class to 
other dimensions of personality—entitlement and narcis-
sism. This work highlights the significance of social stratifi-
cation to understanding the self-concept and how people 
construe themselves vis-à-vis others.

Limitations and Future Directions

My findings should be interpreted with certain limitations 
and future research directions in mind. In my studies, I 
assessed the core components of the class complex: objec-
tive resources (education and income) and subjective class 

rank (Kraus et al., 2012). Future investigations could assess 
other dimensions of class, including occupational prestige 
(Adler et al., 2000), to ascertain whether they influence enti-
tlement and narcissism in ways that parallel my findings. 
This is particularly important given recent evidence suggest-
ing that different facets of class may at times exert different 
influences on psychology and behavior (e.g., Trautmann, 
Kuilen, & Zeckhauser, in press).

Future research should also explore other narcissism-
related constructs. For instance, self-esteem and feelings of 
grandiosity (e.g., omnipotence) are associated with narcis-
sism (Brown et al., 2009) and might co-vary with class. It 
will also be important to explore the consequences of entitle-
ment and narcissism among the upper class. For example, 
entitlement may shape attitudes toward income inequality—
an issue of increasing concern in society (e.g., Kuziemko & 
Stantcheva, 2013)—as well as support for social policies 
aimed at wealth redistribution. Moreover, although I assessed 
individual differences in subclinical narcissism, it will be 
interesting to test the impact of affluence on diagnoses of 
Narcissistic Personality Disorder (Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders–4th ed., text rev. [DSM-IV-TR]; 
American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Studying the 
effects of class at the extremes of the narcissism spectrum 
represents an important extension of my research and points 
to possible boundary conditions of my effects.

Additional work is needed to elucidate the origins of class 
differences in entitlement and narcissism. In the present 
research, I argued that individualistic values may contribute 
to increased entitlement and narcissism among upper-class 
individuals. However, the class differences I have docu-
mented are likely to be multiply determined via a confluence 
of developmental, cultural, and psychological factors (e.g., 
Twenge & Foster, 2010; Twenge et al., 2008). For instance, 
upper-class individuals are more likely to cultivate their chil-
dren’s individual accomplishments and talents (Lareau, 
2002), and they may also be less sensitive to others’ evalua-
tions and perceptions (Fiske, 1993)—factors that may 
enhance narcissism. In this vein, longitudinal investigations 
of the life course will be particularly informative in illumi-
nating the specific features of social class that contribute to 
the development of psychological entitlement and narcissis-
tic personalities.

Given the mounting levels of economic inequality in soci-
ety (Cagetti & De Nardi, 2008), it will be important for future 
research to more critically examine the role of inequality in 
shaping the class differences I document. For instance, 
beyond levels of absolute wealth, individuals who feel par-
ticularly wealthy relative to others may exhibit the greatest 
levels of entitlement and narcissism. Such research will 
highlight the role of perceptions of relative advantage versus 
disadvantage in driving my results. Along these same lines, 
studies should explore how levels of inequality within a par-
ticular society (e.g., Gini coefficient; Wilkinson & Pickett, 
2010) shape my pattern of findings. The associations between 
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social class, entitlement, and narcissism may be curtailed in 
societies with more egalitarian distributions of wealth rela-
tive to the United States (e.g., Sweden).

Conclusion

Research documents increasing narcissism in society 
(DeWall et al., 2011; Twenge & Foster, 2010, Twenge et al., 
2008). Yet, my results point to a potential moderator of this 
pattern: social class. Social class is a structural variable that, 
as recent psychological theory and findings suggest, becomes 
inscribed in the mind and exerts a profound influence on 
thought, emotion, and action. Bringing emerging social class 
theory to bear on the issue of historical trends in narcissistic 
personality, my research reveals that recent rises in narcis-
sism may be most pronounced among upper-class individu-
als and less accelerated, if increasing at all, among lower-class 
individuals.
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Notes

1. In research using national and university samples, this measure 
of subjective social class consistently correlates with objec-
tive, resource-based measures of social class (e.g., education, 
income) at moderate to high levels (see Kraus et al., 2012). 
These findings indicate that people’s subjective perceptions of 
their social class—as indexed by the MacArthur Scale—are 
closely associated with their actual, or objective, social class.

2. Given that the 40-item NPI contains six items that purport to 
assess entitlement, I also tested my mediational model with 
these items excluded. Higher social class predicted higher 
scores on this modified NPI (excluding the Entitlement sub-
scale), b = .94, SE b = .47, t(148) = 1.99, p = .048. The media-
tional results paralleled those for the total NPI scale. When 
the Me Versus Other Scale and social class were entered 
into a linear regression model to predict the modified NPI, 
social class was not a significant predictor, b = .54, SE b = 
.52, t(148) = 1.23, and p = .22, whereas the Me Versus Other 

Scale remained significant, b = 2.17, SE b = .40, t(148) = 5.41,   
p < .001. The 95% CI for the indirect effect did not include zero 
(range = .066 to .903), thereby suggesting that entitlement—
indexed via the Me Versus Other Scale—mediated the link 
between class and the Non-Entitlement subscales of the NPI. 
Although the total NPI scale has been validated extensively, 
research undermines the validity of the NPI Entitlement sub-
scale as a measure of entitlement (Campbell et al., 2004). 
Thus, I maintain my focus on the total NPI scale.

3. In a separate sample of students (N = 114), I verified that 
this five-statement measure of social class was associated 
with objective, resource-based measures of social class. As 
expected, this measure was strongly correlated with paren-
tal educational attainment (r = .44, p < .001) and household 
income (r = .51, p < .001).
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