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Abstract

Narcissism is a multifaceted construct - meaning that one can be narcissistic in various ways, and narcissism can differently
impact interpersonal interactions. However, until now, it has not been studied how narcissism influences behavior in relation to
the sex of the person with whom contact is made. This study attempts to assess whether interactions with same-sex and oppo-
site-sex individuals induce specific kinds of narcissistic behaviors. To answer this question, first-year high school students were
examined (N = 648; n = 403 females; M = 14.30; SD = 0.56). The students completed a shortened version of the Narcissistic
Admiration and Rivalry Questionnaire, in which the instructions were modified to examine behaviors separately in relation to fe-
male and male classmates. The results of the dependent sample t-tests showed that women more often use admiration strategy
towards other women, while men more frequently use rivalry strategy towards other men. No differences were noted in the case
of rivalry strategy among women and admiration strategy among men. These results indicate that the sex of the person being
interacted with is a significant factor determining the type of narcissistic behaviors displayed.
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Narcyzm na Wenus i Marsie: wptyw plci na typy zachowan narcystycznych

Streszczenie

Narcyzm jest konstruktem wielowymiarowym, co oznacza, ze moze przejawiac sie na réozne sposoby, a jego wptyw na interak-
cje miedzyludzkie moze przybiera¢ odmienne formy. Jednakze dotychczas nie badano, w jaki sposdb zachowania narcystyczne
ksztattujg sie w zaleznosci od pici osoby, z ktérg jednostka wchodzi w interakcje. Niniejsze badanie ma na celu okreslenie,
czy kontakty z osobami tej samej i przeciwnej pici prowadza do ujawniania réznych form zachowan narcystycznych. Aby
odpowiedzie¢ na to pytanie, przeprowadzono badanie na grupie uczniow pierwszych klas liceum (N = 648; n = 403 kobiet;
M = 14,30; SD = 0,56). Uczniowie wypetnili skrécong wersje Kwestionariusza Narcystycznego Podziwu i Rywalizacji, w ktérym
zmodyfikowano instrukcje, umozliwiajac ocene zachowan osobno w odniesieniu do kobiet i mezczyzn. Wyniki testu t dla
prob zaleznych wykazaty, ze kobiety czesciej stosujg strategie podziwu wobec innych kobiet, natomiast mezczyzni czesciej
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wykorzystujg strategie rywalizacji wobec innych mezczyzn. Nie odnotowano natomiast réznic w zakresie strategii rywalizacji
u kobiet ani strategii podziwu u mezczyzn. Wyniki te wskazujg, ze pte¢ osoby, z ktorg nawigzywany jest kontakt, wigze sie
z réznicami w przejawianych zachowaniach narcystycznych.

Stowa kluczowe: Narcyzm, podziw, rywalizacja, plec.

1.INTRODUCTION

Narcissism has been a subject of interest across societies for centuries, with its conceptual origins tracing back to the myth
of Narcissus. Given its historical significance, narcissism has been extensively studied as a psychological construct since
the early development of psychological theories (Freud, 1914/1955). The particular popularity of research on narcissism is
due to the development of one of the first tools for studying narcissism by Raskin and Hall (1979), which continues to this
day (Miller et al., 2021). However, despite over a century of research on narcissism, it remains an incompletely understood
construct, and empirical studies exploring its nature continue to be published. (Rogoza et al., 2023). In the past, attempts have
been made to determine how narcissism differs by sex (cf. Grijalva et al., 2015), but so far, no research has examined how
narcissistic behaviors are shaped depending on the sex of the person with whom contact is made, thus considering the social
context. This study highlights that narcissistic behaviors can take different forms when manifested towards people of different
and the same sex.

1.1 Different Perspectives on Narcissism

Currently, narcissism is conceptualized as a hierarchical construct, broadly defined as an entitled sense of self-importance
(Krizan & Herlache, 2018). It consists of two phenotypic manifestations: on the one hand, there is the prototypically under-
stood grandiose narcissism, characterized by excessive self-confidence and high extraversion, as well as arrogance and enti-
tlement (Geukes et al., 2017) while on the other there is also vulnerable narcissism, characterized by hypersensitivity, social
withdrawal, and high neuroticism, but also hostility towards others and perceiving threats even in marginally threatening
situations (Miller et al., 2021; Rogoza et al., 2022). It has also been shown that vulnerable narcissism is positively associated
with social anhedonia, whereas grandiose narcissism was negatively associated (Linke-Jankowska & Jankowski, 2021). Both
forms of narcissism fundamentally differ in terms of affective experience - grandiose narcissism is positively associated with
positive affect, whereas vulnerable narcissism is positively associated with negative affect. (Pilch et al., 2020). In this paper,
we focus solely on grandiose narcissism.

The structure of grandiose narcissism has been operationalized in the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept (NARC;
Back et al., 2013). It assumes that narcissistic behaviors are induced by the underlying need to maintain a grandiose self-im-
age. Depending on the social context, this can be achieved through two behavioral patterns - the admiration strategy and the
rivalry strategy (Back et al., 2013; Grapsas et al., 2022). The admiration strategy is defined as the tendency to gain social
recognition through self-enhancement, while the rivalry strategy is the tendency to prevent social failure through self-de-
fense (Back, 2018; Rogoza et al., 2016). Both strategies consist of three components: affective-motivational, cognitive, and
behavioral. Typically, an individual with high levels of grandiose narcissism will naturally strive for admiration. (Geukes et al.,
2017; Rogoza et al., 2018). This pursuit is underpinned by a sense of being exceptional (affective-motivational component),
which is reinforced by grandiose self-images (cognitive component). As a result, the behaviors of individuals employing
the admiration strategy are described as charming and captivating (behavioral component), especially in zero-acquaintance
situations (Back et al., 2010; 2013).

However, this strategy does not always allow for the realization of the overarching goal of protecting the grandiose
self-image - if it turns out to be impossible - the rivalry strategy will be initiated to fend off the threat through antagonistic
behaviors (Back, 2018; Grapsas et al., 2020). It involves a strong desire to dominate others (affective-motivational com-
ponent), which is supported by thoughts that devalue others (cognitive component). Consequently, it can take the form
of aggressiveness (behavioral component). The admiration and rivalry strategies can be illustrated as follows: when an individ-
uals receives admiration from others, they experience a heightened sense of exceptionality, reinforcing a grandiose self-image
and leading to behaviors that sustain admiration, such as displaying charm. However, when an individual's self-concept is
threatened by external criticism, they may attempt to assert dominance over others. This process can also lead to the devalu-
ation of others, reinforcing a perceived entitlement to engage in aggressive behavior. (Back, 2018). Empirical research results
support the dynamic nature of narcissism, indicating that while admiration explains why individuals scoring high in narcissism
are initially liked, rivalry explains why these assessments quickly reverse (Leckelt et al., 2015; Rogoza & Danieluk, 2021).
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1.2 Narcissism and Sex

Women and men differ in many categories, such as motor skills, aggression, and attitudes towards sex. Similar differences can
also be observed regarding personality traits, although the effect sizes are significantly smaller (Wojciszke, 2019). For exam-
ple, women exhibit higher levels of anxiety, while men show a greater propensity for sensation-seeking (Costa et al., 2001).
This raises the question: are there sex differences in narcissism? Historically, in the psychoanalytic approach, it was claimed
that women are more narcissistic than men (Freud, 1914/1955). Later empirical research, which conceptualizes narcissism
in a different way (as a personality trait) finds no sex differences in narcissism (Bizumic & Duckitt, 2008). However, Grijalva
and colleagues (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of 355 studies (N = 470 846) and concluded that men are generally more
narcissistic than women. This result was also confirmed by subsequent studies that included different forms of tools measuring
narcissism (Weidmann et al., 2023). This difference was particularly pronounced when analyzing more antagonistic aspects
of narcissism, corresponding to the rivalry component of the NARC model (Back et al., 2013). Despite documenting sex
differences in narcissism levels, existing research has not considered the important variable of social context. Specifically,
people live in a society where they constantly interact with individuals of both the same and opposite sex, often exhibit-
ing markedly different behaviors (Wojciszke, 2019). Thus, it is pertinent to ask whether narcissistic behaviors also differ
depending on the sex of the person with whom one interacts.

1.3 Current Study

According to Back's theoretical model (2018), the admiration strategy is used by default. Individuals scoring high in grandiose
narcissism desire admiration to feel exceptional, which leads to grandiose self-thoughts and charming behaviors that reinforce
this effect. In this sense, the rivalry strategy is only activated when there is a perceived threat to the self (Grapsas et al.,
2022). A study by Wetzel et al. (2016), using a person-centered approach, further demonstrated that it is possible to distin-
guish groups of individuals characterized solely by high scores on the admiration scale, confirming the default nature of this
strategy. Therefore, our first hypothesis (H1) is that the admiration strategy will generally be more prevalent in interpersonal
interactions, regardless of sex (Back, 2018; Wetzel et. al., 2016).

The admiration strategy focuses on self-promoting behaviors, which can result in higher popularity, especially in
zero-acquaintance or short-term relationships among both adults and adolescents (Back et al., 2010; Rogoza & Danieluk,
2021). This stems from grandiose fantasies about oneself and the desire to present oneself as an exceptional person, leading
to charming behaviors that generate social potential (Back et al., 2013). However, this potential is unsustainable in the long
run (Leckelt et al., 2015; Paulhus, 1998; Rogoza et al., 2022). An example of charming social behavior is smiling - women
smile more often than men, especially when aware of being observed (LaFrance et al., 2003). Women are also more inclined
towards positive self-presentation than men (Wojciszke, 2019), suggesting they might use the admiration strategy more
frequently. Elkins and Peterson (1993) also noted that women's friendships often involve personal topics that create opportu-
nities for admiration strategies, unlike men's friendships. They found that women derive greater satisfaction from same-sex
friendships, where they feel more understood than in friendships with the opposite sex. Based on this, we hypothesized (H2)
that women would use the admiration strategy more often toward other women than toward men.

The rivalry strategy is employed in situations where the ego is threatened. For instance, when an individual's accomplish-
ments are called into question, they may attempt to preserve a favorable self-image not only by asserting dominance over
others (supremacy factor) and diminishing the worth of others (devaluation factor), but also by engaging in aggressive be-
haviors. This strategy can be linked to sex differences — men are more inclined to compete with other men than women are
with other women (McGuire & Leaper, 2016) and men score higher than women on the scales of sense of power and need
for power (Kocur & Mandal, 2018), which are related to rivalry strategy. Additionally, men score higher on aggression scales
(Hyde, 1984; including narcissism: Grijalva et al., 2015). Research indicates that such aggressive behaviors are more common
towards other men than towards women - men are not only more aggressive but also more often the victims of aggression
(Buss, 2001). Given the findings from previous studies, we assume that in male groups, there may be greater conflicts related
to self-esteem and more opportunities for employing rivalry strategies. Thus, we hypothesized (H3) that men would more
often use the rivalry strategy towards other men than towards women. Differences between women and men that we aimed
to investigate by proposing Hypotheses 1 and 2 are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 A graphical representation of the differences between women and men in narcissistic behaviors displayed toward female
and male classmates, respectively, that were expected to be observed
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2. METHOD

2.1 Participants and Procedure

The study included first-year students from Polish general secondary schools located in medium-sized cities with populations
ranging from 50,000 to 100,000 inhabitants. It was conducted in all first-year classes of the schools that agreed to partici-
pate. No exclusion criteria were established. Consent for participation in the study was obtained from both the students and
their parents, in cooperation with the school administration. The sample consisted of N = 648 individuals, of which n = 403
were female. Participants were aged from 13 to 16 years (M = 14.30; SD = 0.56). The results presented in this paper were
obtained as part of a broader research project, which also included other questionnaires (for more details, see: Walczak et
al., 2025). The advantage of situating the sample in this environment was the ability to study narcissism and related sex
differences within a real social context among adolescents, which in turn enhanced the ecological validity of the conclusions.
The classroom-based study allowed for the contextualization of the questionnaire items in relation to a specific group of
individuals, thereby facilitating respondents' ability to relate to them.

Students completed an online questionnaire in controlled conditions. Each class filled out the questionnaires in the presence
of a trained supervisor in a school computer lab. Before completing the questionnaires, students were asked for consent to
participate and were informed about the anonymity of the study and the possibility of withdrawing without providing a reason.
The prepared questionnaire assessed several variables in addition to those discussed in this article.

2.2 Measures

To examine differences in respondents behaviors towards female and male classmates, we used a shortened version of the
Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Questionnaire (NARQ-S; Leckelt et al., 2018; in Polish translation by Rogoza et al., 2016),
with test items modified to separately refer to classmates of the same and opposite sex. This resulted in 12 test items - 6 re-
lated to behaviors towards female classmates and 6 to male classmates. Rogoza and Danieluk (2021) verified the equivalence
of narcissism measurement with the NARQ between adults and adolescents, therefore, we decided to use this questionnaire
with an adolescent sample. Internal consistency coefficients for all scales were high (Admiration female classmates, a = 0.79;
Admiration male classmates, a = 0.80; Rivalry female classmates, a = 0.72; Rivalry male classmates, a = 0.80).
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2.3 Statistical Analysis

The analyses to verify the descriptive statistics and hypotheses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 29. To examine
the differences between the groups of women and men, we used paired-samples t-tests. The full content of the created
questionnaire, as well as the database used for calculations in this article, is available on the OSF website: osf.io/zp2t4.

3.RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between scales used in the study are presented in Table 1. The scale of narcissistic
admiration used by women towards other women was positively and highly correlated with the scale of narcissistic admiration
used by women towards men. Slightly lower correlation was observed for the scales of female narcissistic rivalry. In the case
of scales for narcissistic behaviors exhibited by men, the dependencies were similar, although correlations between scales
were lower in each case.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and narcissism scales correlations

Scale Gender M SD 1 2 3

Female

2.71 1.10 =
1 - Admiration female classmates

2 - Admiration male classmates 2.45 1.23 0.80 -

3 - Rivalry female classmates 1.31 0.56 0.39 0.41 -

4 - Rivalry male classmates 1.37 0.72 0.31 0.36 0.62
Male

1 - Admiration female classmates 2.78 1.21 -

2 - Admiration male classmates 2.78 1.19 0.63 -

3 - Rivalry female classmates 1.44 0.72 0.27 0.30 -

4 - Rivalry male classmates 1.81 1.07 0.23 0.49 0.57

Note. All correlations presented in the table were found to be statistically significant. A result was considered significant when p <.001 (two-tailed)
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The results indicated that women were more likely to employ the strategy of admiration rather than rivarly, regardless
of the sex of their interaction partner (strategies toward female classmates: t(405) = 27.77; p < .001; strategies toward
male classmates: t(405) = 18.47; p < .001). The same pattern of results was observed for men (strategies toward female
classmates: t(246) = 17.09; p < .001; strategies toward male classmates: t(246) = 13.21; p < .001). Thus, the first
hypothesis was fully confirmed. These findings support the assumption from the NARC model about the default nature of the
admiration strategy (Back et al., 2013; Grapsas et al., 2020; Wetzel et al., 2016). One factor that might have additionally
influenced the higher frequency of admiration is the context of the sample selection. The measurement was conducted short-
ly after the start of the school year among first-year high school students, most of whom were not familiar with each other.
This period was characterized by an increased formation of new relationships, which may have facilitated a greater use of the
admiration strategy as a means of self-presentation. Empirical research indicates that this enhances likability at the beginning
of acquaintanceships among adolescents (Rogoza & Danieluk, 2021).

Next, hypotheses concerning the use of admiration and rivalry strategies towards both sexes were verified. The
results of the paired sample t-test showed that women more frequently used admiration towards other women than towards
men (t(405) = 7.04; p < .001; confirming H2), while men more frequently used the rivalry strategy towards other men
(t(246) = - 6.57; p < .001; confirming H3). There were no differences in the use of the rivalry strategy among women
(t(405) = - 1.92 p > .056) or the admiration strategy among men (t(246) = 0.02 p > .984) depending on the sex of the
individual with whom they were interacting.

In general, differences in the use of admiration and rivalry strategies by women and men can be explained by their dif-
ferent expectations regarding friendships with same-sex and opposite-sex individuals (Aukett et al., 1988). The observation
that women more frequently employ admiration strategy toward other women is supported by previous research indicating
differences in the topics of conversation within female friendships (Elkins & Peterson, 1993). However, it is difficult to deter-
mine whether the discussion of more personal topics facilitates the expression of admiration strategies, or whether the more
frequent use of admiration strategies prompts such topics to arise. The same applies to the greater sense of satisfaction and
feeling of being understood in female friendships compared to cross-sex friendships — it remains unclear whether this results
from the use of admiration strategies or whether the more frequent use of admiration strategies is a consequence of these
factors. This finding can also be related to reports that women are more willing to confide in other women than in men (Dindia
& Allen, 1992), which may suggest that female friendships, being perceived as safer by women, offer a greater likelihood of
receiving acceptance and approval compared to female-male friendships. It is possible that other women represent a more
desirable or accessible source of admiration for women than men do, as men tend to be more focused on their own goals and
exhibit higher levels of grandiose narcissism (Grijalva et al., 2015; Watson et al., 1987), and thus may not be the most effec-
tive source of admiration for women.

Another conclusion from the study was that men more frequently use the rivalry strategy towards other men. This is
consistent with existing research indicating that men are generally more competitive, particularly towards other men than
towards women (Wojciszke, 2019; Buss, 2001). Given that rivalry inevitably involves a sense of threat to maintaining a gran-
diose self-image (Back, 2018), it can be assumed that the more frequent use of the rivalry strategy by men stems from the
need to constantly defend against attacks from competitors. Notably, the male sample comprised exclusively adolescents,
and research indicates that this is a period when men compete with each other particularly intensely (Wilson & Daly, 1985).
It is important to highlight the fact that an increased level of rivalry strategy was observed in male interactions, but not
in interactions between women. It seems that heightened intra-sex rivalry affects only men, whereas women employ
rivalry strategies at similar levels towards both same- and opposite-sex individuals. This relationship can be linked with the
aforementioned study by McGuire and Leaper (2016), who demonstrated that competition with same-sex individuals is
significantly more pronounced in male relationships than in female ones.

4. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The research focused exclusively on forms of grandiose narcissism. Future research may also explore how vulnerable narcis-
sism and its variants, such as Isolation and Enmity (Rogoza et al., 2022), are connected with the sex of the individual with
whom contact is established. It should also be noted that one of the limitations of the study was the predominance of wom-
en in the sample. The underrepresentation of men may have influenced the results and should be taken into account when
interpreting them. Furthermore, a significant factor that may undermine the validity of the conclusions drawn from the study
is the use of scales that have not undergone a prior validation process and are merely modifications of an existing instrument
(Flake et al., 2017). The study was conducted in a specific context of sample selection - the participants were adolescents who
attended the same schools and classes and were only first-year students. The low level of mutual acquaintance among the
participants in the study could, have made it difficult to address questions concerning group dynamics.

We only analyzed the levels of narcissistic admiration and rivalry dispositions concerning own sex and the opposite
sex, without considering the content of specific behaviors. Future research should verify whether men actually implement
the admiration strategy to the same extent towards women and men, or if there are qualitative differences. A similar
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question could also be posed for the rivalry strategy in women, who use this strategy to the same extent towards both same-sex
and opposite-sex individuals although it is not clear whether this strategy is applied in the same form towards both.
Another valuable suggestion for extending our study could involve conducting a longitudinal study to assess the stability
of the findings reported here.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The present study has demonstrated that the sex of the interaction partner is a significant factor determining the type of
narcissistic behavior exhibited. It appears that in female-female interactions, the admiration strategy is employed more
frequently, whereas in male-male interactions, the rivalry strategy tends to prevail. Given the differing adaptiveness of these
strategies, it can be concluded that relationships among women are associated with a more beneficial form of narcissism—
narcissistic admiration. The frequent use of this strategy fosters social potential, resulting in social recognition, personal
attractiveness, and initiative-taking. In contrast, men, by more frequently employing behaviors related to narcissistic rivalry
in same-sex interactions, intensify social conflict, thereby evoking mutual hostility, criticism, and envy (Back et al., 2013;
Rogoza et al., 2016).

Recognizing such patterns holds important implications for educational and therapeutic practice. Teachers should pay
particular attention to boys' friendships, as they are more prone to involve both physical and psychological aggression, such as
verbal humiliation, compared to girls’ friendships. It is worth noting that among adolescents, the rivalry strategy is associated
with lower levels of interpersonal trust (Dong et al., 2020). One possible intervention that teachers or school psychologists
could implement to counter this issue is the development of mutual trust among boys through targeted workshops. Therapists
working with boys who experience difficulties in peer relationships could, in turn, focus on developing these types of skills
within the framework of individual therapy. At the same time, future research should seek to identify the underlying causes
of narcissistic rivalry within the school environment in order to inform effective prevention efforts.
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