Journal of Business Ethics (2021) 174:549–566
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04604-3

ORIGINAL PAPER

What You Get is What You See: Other‑Rated but not Self‑Rated Leaders’
Narcissistic Rivalry Affects Followers Negatively
Theresa Fehn1 · Astrid Schütz2
Received: 17 April 2020 / Accepted: 17 August 2020 / Published online: 25 August 2020
© The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
Individuals with high levels of narcissism often ascend to leadership positions. Whereas there is evidence that narcissism
is linked to unethical behavior and negative social outcomes, the effects of leader narcissism on an organization’s most
important resource—its employees—have not yet been studied thoroughly. Using theoretical assumptions of the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept (NARC) and social exchange theories, we examined how leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
was related to follower outcomes in a sample of matched leaders and followers. Followers of leaders high in narcissistic
rivalry reported less perceived supervisor support, lower quality leader-member relationships, lower performance-based
self-esteem, and lower job engagement. These effects were only found when follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was
used in the model but not when self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was used as a predictor. This implies that the negative
effects of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on followers are driven by the expression of narcissistic tendencies (i.e., destructive
leader behavior). Leader development should thus focus on changing destructive leader behavior. We propose that leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry can be motivated to make such changes by showing them that by hurting their followers, they will
eventually undermine their own reputation and status. Furthermore, selection and promotion practices should incorporate
objective measures to weaken the effects of narcissists’ self-promotional tactics in these contexts and thus prevent people
high in narcissistic rivalry from rising to leadership positions.
Keywords Leaders’ narcissistic rivalry · Leadership · Narcissism · Narcissistic admiration and rivalry concept · Follower
outcomes
Even at their best, narcissistic leaders are bound to
leave damaged systems and relationships in their wake.
(Rosenthal and Pittinsky 2006, p. 619).
Leader narcissism has been discussed widely but also
only selectively in the literature. Whereas it has been shown
that high levels of subclinical, grandiose narcissism are
related to leader emergence (Brunell et al. 2008; Grijalva
et al. 2015), the question of how narcissistic leaders1 affect
their surroundings has often been restricted to economical
outcomes. Scholars in the field of business ethics have been
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concerned with issues that arise from narcissists’ unethical
and self-serving behavior on an organizational level (Blair
et al. 2017; Chatterjee and Hambrick 2007). However, studies on the influence of leader narcissism on the arguably
most important resource of an organization—its human
capital—have yielded inconclusive or contradictory results
(for an overview, see Schyns et al. 2019). Whereas some
authors have argued that leader narcissism is an antecedent
of abusive supervision (Padilla et al. 2007; Nevicka et al.
2018a; Waldman et al. 2018) and elicits high frustration,
tension, and emotional exhaustion in followers (Hochwarter
and Thompson 2012; Nevicka et al. 2018a), Wisse and Sleebos (2016) found no association between leader narcissism
and abusive supervision. Furthermore, other authors have
1

In the following, due to space considerations and for ease of reading, we use the term “narcissistic” for people with high levels of subclinical narcissism. Clearly, there is no dichotomy of narcissistic and
not narcissistic, but the variable represents a continuum. Furthermore,
we focus on grandiose, or agentic, narcissism, as opposed to vulnerable, or neurotic, narcissism, as the first form has been shown to be
more relevant in the organizational context (Campbell et al. 2011).
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pointed out that narcissists and successful leaders have many
characteristics (e.g., passion and charisma) in common
(Rosenthal and Pittinsky 2006) and have raised the question
of whether organizations may actually benefit from having
narcissistic leaders (Campbell et al. 2011; Maccoby 2000).
Successful leadership is largely built on positive dyadic
relationships (Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995), and it has been
shown in other contexts that narcissists have trouble—or
rather, are not interested in—building sustainable relationships (Campbell and Campbell 2009). In the business ethics
literature, several studies have examined how leader narcissism relates to follower emotions, perceptions and behavior
(e.g., Braun et al. 2018; Den Hartog et al. 2020; Huang et al.
2020; Liu et al. 2017; Nevicka et al. 2018b). The current
study aims to further contribute to this literature by heeding
claims for a more fine-grained approach in investigating narcissism (e.g., Ackermann et al. 2011; Braun 2017) through
differentiating two dimensions of narcissism proposed by the
Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept (NARC; Back
et al. 2013). Whereas narcissistic admiration might lead to
favorable social outcomes, narcissistic rivalry is presumed
to go along with exhibiting devaluing behavior toward others
and negative social outcomes (Back et al. 2013).
Focusing on the antagonistic dimension of narcissistic
rivalry, building on theoretical assumptions regarding narcissists’ behavior and relationships in the workplace, and
translating empirical results from studies on narcissists’ personal relationships to a work context, we propose that working for leaders high in narcissistic rivalry will negatively
impact how followers feel and behave. In taking a holistic
perspective, we investigated effects of leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry on several follower outcomes by asking: How do followers perceive leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, how is
the perceived relationship with their leaders affected, how
do they feel about themselves, and what is the impact on
their self-reported behavior in the workplace?
By examining how leaders’ narcissistic rivalry influences
relevant follower outcomes in a real-life sample of matched
leaders and followers, this paper contributes to the business
ethics and leadership literature as follows: First, it answers
the call for a more nuanced view on subclinical narcissism
by distinguishing between two related but different dimensions of grandiose narcissism: narcissistic admiration and
narcissistic rivalry. Distinguishing between these dimensions
can help answer the question of whether there is a “healthy
dose” of narcissism (Craig and Amernic 2011) and shed
light on earlier inconclusive results. We drew on the Narcissistic Rivalry and Admiration Concept (Back et al. 2013) and
social exchange theories (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005;
Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995) as theoretical foundations for
examining the effects of these two dimensions of narcissism
on follower outcomes. Second, as Braun (2017) outlined in
a thorough literature review, previous studies in this context
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used leaders’ self-reports of their narcissism levels as well as
other-ratings. This is in line with, for instance, Carlson et al.
(2011), who argued that whereas narcissists do have selfinsight, disentangling whether self- and other-perceptions
differ is worthwhile, as leaders and their followers should
each have “unique insight” (Vazire and Mehl 2008, p. 1202)
into leaders’ typical behavior. Indeed, other-ratings of personality can be more predictive of behavior than self-ratings
(Connelly and Ones 2010), especially regarding narcissism
(Braun 2017; Hogan and Fico 2011). Whereas previous
research has shown that self- and other-ratings of narcissism can have differential effects on interpersonal outcomes,
such studies have mostly used unidimensional measures such
as the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin and
Hall 1979; for an overview, see Braun 2017). Research that
has used multidimensional conceptualizations of narcissism
(e.g., the NARC) while simultaneously incorporating both
self- and other-perspectives on a person’s narcissism is still
scarce. We aim to further contribute to the literature in the
field by integrating and comparing leaders’ and followers’
perspectives on leaders’ narcissistic rivalry as the maladaptive dimension of narcissism to prevent same-source biases
and the issues that arise when measuring “dark” personality
traits with only self-reports (Spain et al. 2013).

Literature Review and Derivation
of Hypotheses
Conceptualizing Narcissism
As a subclinical personality trait, narcissism is characterized
by a pervasive pattern of grandiosity and self-importance, a
constant need for attention and admiration, and feelings of
entitlement (Back and Morf 2018; Schütz et al. 2004). Contemporary models have taken a closer look at the conceptualization of narcissism, as research on the factor structure
of various narcissism scales has distinguished several facets,
and empirical findings have repeatedly shown that narcissism
is related to positive (e.g., charmingness, extraversion, initial
popularity, dating success) as well as negative behavioral
tendencies and outcomes (e.g., exploitative and manipulative behavior, arrogance, social disapproval, conflicts; for an
overview, see Back and Morf 2018). In an attempt to explain
these seemingly paradoxical correlates and outcomes, several multidimensional models of narcissism (see Back and
Morf 2018; Krizan and Herlache 2018; Miller et al. 2016)
have distinguished between agentic, antagonistic, and neurotic aspects. In these models, grandiose narcissism contains
antagonistic (e.g., low agreeableness, arrogance, exploitativeness, entitlement) and agentic aspects (e.g., extraversion,
grandiosity, dominance, leadership).
In line with these considerations, the Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Concept (NARC; Back et al. 2013) suggests
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two distinct but related dimensions of grandiose narcissism.
The agentic dimension, called narcissistic admiration,
is characterized by self-promotional attempts to enhance
narcissists’ grandiose self-views by striving for uniqueness, entertaining fantasies of one’s own grandiosity, and
seeking social admiration through charming behavior and
self-presentational tactics. This typically leads to positive
social outcomes (e.g., popularity, attraction, and social status). Through feedback processes, the perception of these
outcomes provides an ego-boost and further reinforces selfenhancement. The antagonistic dimension, called narcissistic rivalry, is based on efforts to protect one’s grandiose
self-views by devaluing and derogating others to feel superior. These efforts result in aggressive behavior and social
conflict, which in turn threatens the narcissist’s ego and thus
leads to increased self-defensive strategies. As we aimed to
examine potentially negative effects of leader narcissism in
the workplace, we focused on the maladaptive dimension of
grandiose narcissism: narcissistic rivalry.

Narcissism and Leadership
Because narcissists are likely to seek out contexts that provide the opportunity to enhance or maintain their grandiose
self-views, they tend to strive for leadership positions more
often than people low in narcissism (Abeyta et al. 2017;
Chen 2016; Nevicka et al. 2011a). Indeed, not only do narcissists seek out contexts that confirm their grandiose selfviews, but they are also perceived as being more suitable
for leadership positions, even in zero-acquaintance contexts
(Brunell et al. 2008; Ong et al. 2016) and irrespective of
their actual performance (Nevicka et al. 2011b). This finding
can be explained by implicit leadership theories: People have
general beliefs about what a “typical” leader should be like
(Epitropaki et al. 2013). In many respects, narcissists match
these preconceptions by generally showing dominant, extraverted, self-assured, and confident behavior—the “ingredients we tend to look for in a leader” (De Hoogh et al. 2015,
p. 474). Indeed, a meta-analysis by Grijalva et al. (2015)
showed that narcissists’ propensity to ascend to leadership
positions could be explained by high levels of extraversion.
After attaining leadership positions, however, narcissists
are not necessarily effective leaders. Only when leaders
rate themselves is narcissism positively related to leader
effectiveness. When rated by their followers, supervisors,
or peers, leader narcissism is unrelated or negatively related
to leader effectiveness (Grijalva et al. 2015).
Undoubtedly, “good” or “effective” leadership to a large
part entails successfully leading—as opposed to merely
managing—others (Kotter 1990). Positive reciprocal relationships between leaders and followers are crucial for
ensuring individual motivation, performance, and well-being
and thus achieving organizational goals (Dulebohn et al.
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2012; Martin et al. 2010). Furthermore, holding a leadership position entails a moral responsibility to not abuse the
power this role affords. Narcissists, however, are focused
on their own needs and have been shown to manipulate and
use others as long as it serves their own goals (Blair et al.
2017; Campbell et al. 2011). Whereas some authors have
not found negative effects of leader narcissism on follower
well-being (Volmer et al. 2016), others have reported negative effects of leader narcissism on follower job engagement,
emotional well-being, and tension, especially in the absence
of effective coping strategies in followers (Ellen et al. 2017;
Hochwarter and Thompson 2012; Nevicka et al. 2018a).
Concerning the impact of leader narcissism on follower
behavior, Braun et al. (2018) showed that leader narcissism
elicits malicious envy in followers, leading to supervisordirected counterproductive work behavior. A closer look
at narcissistic leaders’ behavior revealed that they tend to
engage in less relational-, task-, and change-oriented behavior than others do: They show little concern for their followers, do not develop efficient communication patterns, do not
define or organize their work and roles, and do not encourage innovative thinking (Martin et al. 2016). Furthermore,
several recent studies found a connection between leader
narcissism and abusive supervision tendencies (i.e., leaders’
propensity to show hostile verbal and nonverbal behavior
toward their followers, e.g., by humiliating or ignoring them;
Nevicka et al. 2018a; Waldman et al. 2018; but see Wisse
and Sleebos 2016, for different results).
In sum, findings concerning the effects of leader narcissism on follower outcomes are often equivocal, and a
clear picture has yet to emerge. Whereas some authors have
focused on the “bright side” of being led by narcissists (e.g.,
Higgs 2009; Maccoby 2000), other business ethics scholars
have investigated the negative consequences of the “dark
side” of narcissism (Blair et al. 2008, 2017; Ellen et al. 2017;
Hochwarter and Thompson 2012). A very likely reason for
the earlier inconclusive findings is that these previous studies conceptualized narcissism as a unidimensional construct,
ignoring the potential differences between the agentic and
antagonistic dimensions of grandiose narcissism.
To apply a more fine-grained perspective, here, we relied
on the NARC (Back et al. 2013) as a theoretical framework
that could be applied to overcome this limitation and paint
a clearer picture of differential outcomes. As mentioned
above, building substantive individual relationships with
followers can be seen as one of the elementary aspects of
being a successful leader. However, leaders with high levels
of narcissistic rivalry might not be successful at building
relationships or might not be motivated to do so (Bradlee
and Emmons 1992). To develop specific hypotheses, studies
on interpersonal relationships in a private context that have
already used the NARC will be presented in the following
paragraphs. Whereas private relationships arguably differ
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from leader-follower relationships, it has been shown that
core aspects such as respect, trust, and obligation are central to the functioning of both types of relationships, and a
perceived lack of these factors leads to issues such as lower
relationship satisfaction (Clark and Mills 2011; Dulebohn
et al. 2012; Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995).

Narcissistic Rivalry in Relationships
Relationships evolve and change over time. Several studies
have shown that narcissists create positive initial impressions in relationships as they are perceived as charming,
attractive, assertive, and exciting in the so-called “emerging zone” (e.g., Back et al. 2018; Paulhus 2001). Yet, in the
long term, the positive impression wanes, and narcissists
are increasingly perceived as manipulative, cold, arrogant,
untrustworthy, or combative. Consequently, relationship satisfaction declines (Campbell and Campbell 2009; Lavner
et al. 2016; Leckelt et al. 2015; Paulhus 1998; Wurst et al.
2017). This process can be traced back to the dimensions of
narcissism proposed in the NARC: Narcissistic admiration
is responsible for the initial positive effects of narcissism in
interpersonal relationships, explained by dominant, expressive behavior and being perceived as assertive. By contrast,
the negative long-term effects hail from narcissistic rivalry,
manifested in exploitative, arrogant behavior and being perceived as aggressive (Back et al. 2018; Küfner et al. 2013;
Wurst et al. 2017). Whereas the positive effects of narcissistic admiration decrease with time, the negative effects of
narcissistic rivalry increase (Leckelt et al. 2015).
Thus, while narcissistic admiration may even lead to
positive consequences in workplace relationships, narcissistic rivalry should have a negative impact on interaction
partners, especially if the interactions last for a long period
of time. As we did not study newly formed relationships in
the workplace, we expected negative effects of narcissistic rivalry in established relationships. Relations between
leaders’ narcissistic admiration and follower outcomes were
additionally investigated in an exploratory manner.

Leaders’ Narcissistic Rivalry and Follower Outcomes
To capture a broad range of follower experiences, we investigated perceptions as well as reported behavior in followers. Importantly, we included followers’ and leaders’ ratings of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry to examine whether the
results varied by source (see Back et al. 2013). Even though
self- and other-ratings of narcissistic rivalry are moderately related (r = 0.27; Back et al. 2013), narcissists can be
expected to perceive themselves differently (i.e., in a more
positive light) than their interaction partners do, and using
self- and other-ratings captures both perspectives. Whereas
narcissism is traditionally measured via self-report, several
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authors have suggested using other-ratings of personality
traits especially when researching so-called “dark” personality traits or at least supplementing self-ratings with otherratings (Spain et al. 2013; Thomas et al. 2003). Specifically,
Malesza and Kaczmarek (2018) posited that other-ratings
may supplement self-ratings of narcissism as other-ratings
contain a degree of unique, trait-relevant information. In this
study, we investigated how individual follower outcomes
(e.g., self-esteem and engagement) are affected by followers’ and leaders’ perceptions of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
to prevent same-source biases.
Perceived Supervisor Support
According to social exchange theories, relationships in
the workplace consist of reciprocal interactions (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005; Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995; Thoroughgood et al. 2018): If supervisors provide task-related
information and resources and show empathic concern and
support, followers reciprocate with motivation, commitment, and loyalty. A meta-analysis (Ng and Sorensen 2008)
showed that perceived supervisor support was positively
related to relevant follower outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction,
affective commitment, and turnover intentions). These, in
turn, ultimately influence an organization’s success (Ostroff
1992). Other researchers found that perceptions of supervisor support influenced not only job-related attitudes but also
behavioral tendencies, such as actual turnover (Eisenberger
et al. 2002) or organizational citizenship behavior (Chang
et al. 2018). Individuals high in narcissistic rivalry are
focused on their own advantage but lack empathy and concern for their interaction partners (Back et al. 2013). They
show arrogant and aggressive behavior and are perceived as
untrustworthy (Leckelt et al. 2015). Moreover, people high
in narcissistic rivalry describe themselves as less committed
and less faithful in relationships compared with individuals
who score lower (Wurst et al. 2017). Thus, leaders high in
narcissistic rivalry may be perceived as showing little interest in supporting their followers.
Hypothesis 1a: Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry will be
negatively related to perceived supervisor support.
Hypothesis 1b: Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
will be negatively related to perceived supervisor support.
Relationship Quality
The need to belong and establish meaningful personal relationships is innate in humans, and the failure to satisfy that
need has meaningful negative consequences for physiological and psychological well-being (Baumeister and Leary
1995; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2010; Mellor et al. 2008). In the
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workplace, positive relationships between leaders and followers are characterized by mutual respect, trust, and loyalty
according to the leader-member-exchange framework (Graen
and Uhl-Bien 1995). The quality of leader-follower relationships has substantial effects on relevant organizational and
individual outcomes, such as turnover intentions and actual
turnover, in-role and extra-role performance, commitment,
job satisfaction, and well-being (Dulebohn et al. 2012; Martin et al. 2010). A meta-analysis found that leader personality was the best predictor of the quality of these relationships
(Dulebohn et al. 2012). Narcissistic rivalry is associated with
uncaring, devaluing, and manipulative behavior as well as
low levels of empathy and agreeableness (Back et al. 2013).
In romantic relationships, it has been shown that narcissists
exhibit manipulative, uncaring behavior and make their partners feel unsupported, which in turn leads to decreased relationship quality (Lavner et al. 2016). We expect that these
expressions of narcissistic rivalry are reflected in followers’
negative evaluations of the leader-member relationship. As
the quality of relationships greatly relies on the extent to
which we feel supported by our interaction partners (Clark
and Mills 2011; Sue-Chan et al. 2012), we expect perceived
supervisor support to mediate this relationship.
Hypothesis 2a: Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry will be
negatively related to followers’ perceived quality of leadermember relationships. This relation will be mediated by
perceived supervisor support.
Hypothesis 2b: Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
will be negatively related to followers’ perceived quality of
leader-member relationships. This relation will be mediated
by perceived supervisor support.
Performance‑Based Self‑Esteem
In the workplace, people are often confronted with challenging situations. How well we think we can handle these
situations influences our performance (Judge et al. 2007;
Stajkovic and Luthans 1998). One benefit of positive interactions with others is that they can enhance the trust we have
in our ability to cope with challenging situations (Bandura
1986). We base part of our self-esteem on the presumed
evaluations of others (Leary and Baumeister 2000). In line
with the assumption that self-esteem fluctuates with others’
approval or rejection, a meta-analysis showed that social
relationships had a significant effect on self-esteem (Harris
and Orth 2019).
If positive interactions with others can make people feel
worthy and capable of handling challenging tasks, interactions with leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, who devaluate and derogate their followers and put themselves above
them, should erode followers’ trust in their abilities at work
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(i.e., decrease their performance-based self-esteem). In line
with Sguera et al. (2018), we argue that perceived supervisor
support plays an important role in this relationship, as low
levels of perceived support should lead followers to conclude
they are not worthy. Thus, we expect the assumed negative relationship between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and
performance-based self-esteem to be mediated by perceived
supervisor support.
Hypothesis 3a: Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry will
be negatively related to performance-based self-esteem. This
relation will be mediated by perceived supervisor support.
Hypothesis 3b: Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
will be negatively related to performance-based self-esteem.
This relation will be mediated by perceived supervisor
support.
Job Engagement
An organization’s success depends to a large degree on
the effort each follower invests in fulfilling the tasks that
come with his or her respective role (Katz and Kahn 1978).
Job engagement (i.e., the full investment of one’s physical, cognitive, and emotional resources) in a specific role is
positively related to task and extra-role performance (Kahn
1990; Rich et al. 2010). According to social exchange theory, relationships in the workplace are reciprocal (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005): Organizations provide job security,
financial compensation, and attractive tasks through their
leaders; followers reciprocate by fulfilling their tasks and
investing effort to try to reach organizational goals. In sustainable relationships, leaders show that they appreciate and
value their followers, thus motivating their followers to go
above and beyond set goals (Dulebohn et al. 2012; Graen
and Scandura 1987). Hence, we expect that when leaders
devalue their followers and place themselves above them,
followers will reciprocate with reduced job engagement. As
derogating behavior should be perceived as unsupportive, we
expect perceived supervisor support to mediate this relationship (Fig. 1).
Hypothesis 4a: Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry will
be negatively related to job engagement. This relation will
be mediated by perceived supervisor support.
Hypothesis 4b: Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
will be negatively related to job engagement. This relation
will be mediated by perceived supervisor support.
We conducted an exploratory investigation to determine
how leaders’ narcissistic admiration relates to the abovementioned outcomes.
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Fig. 1  Proposed theoretical
model

Relationship Quality

Leaders‘ Narcissistic
Rivalry

Perceived Supervisor
Support

Performance-Based
Self-Esteem

Job Engagement

Method
Sample and Procedure
As mentioned above, we included leaders’ and followers’
perspectives in our research. Leaders were approached via
the quarterly newsletter of the authors’ competence center,
the authors’ university press department, personal contacts,
and online platforms (e.g., www.xing.de). As we wanted to
increase the probability that at least one follower per leader
would participate, thus gaining as many usable matches as
possible, leaders were asked to submit the e-mail addresses
of three followers who were then invited to participate in
the study. To ensure an unbiased choice of followers and to
prevent leaders from picking only followers who could be
expected to provide favorable assessments, we asked leaders
to name the three followers whose last names came first in
the alphabet as long as they had been working together for
at least 6 months.
Heeding calls for more transparency in psychological
research, the theoretical model and main hypotheses were
preregistered on the Open Science Framework (OSF; see
https://osf.io/q4ahw/).2
Participants took part in the study on a voluntary basis.
Anonymity and confidential treatment of data were stressed
to avoid concerns about the respective leaders or followers
obtaining access to the data. The initial sample consisted
of 142 leaders and 168 followers. Six participants were
excluded due to a large number of missing items or symmetrical answer patterns. Several participants could not be
matched to either a leader or a follower. After leaders and
followers had been matched, the final sample consisted of
122 followers nested under 68 leaders. There were on average 1.8 followers per leader (range 1–5).

2
We preregistered further variables and hypotheses that will be
reported in a separate manuscript.
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In the final sample, 41% of leaders and 70% of followers
were women. Leaders were between 25 and 61 years old
(M = 45.71, SD = 10.62), and followers were between 20 and
65 (M = 38.62, SD = 12.35). Respondents came from over
ten industries, with the most prevalent being civil services
(32.8%). Leaders directly supervised between one and 60
followers (M = 9.81, SD = 9.86). Out of the leaders, 14.7%
held a high (i.e., top management), 32.4% a medium (i.e.,
department level), and 52.9% a low (i.e., team level) leadership position. Followers had worked for their current supervisors for 4.68 years on average (range 0–29; SD = 5.54).

Measures
Narcissistic Rivalry and Admiration
To assess narcissistic rivalry and admiration, we used the
18-item German version of the Narcissistic Admiration and
Rivalry Questionnaire (NARQ; Back et al. 2013). Leaders rated themselves and were evaluated by their followers
with an other-rating version of the questionnaire. Sample
items are “I want my rivals to fail/My supervisor wants his/
her rivals to fail” (rivalry) or “I show others how special
I am/My supervisor shows others how special he/she is”
(admiration). The items were answered on a 6-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (completely). Internal
consistency was acceptable to good for the self-ratings with
Cronbach’s α = 0.69 for rivalry and Cronbach’s α = 0.76
for admiration and excellent for the follower ratings with
Cronbach’s α = 0.94 for rivalry and Cronbach’s α = 0.87 for
admiration.
Perceived Supervisor Support
We assessed perceived supervisor support with the adapted
Perceived Organizational Support Scale (Eisenberger et al.
1997, 2002), which consists of nine items (e.g., “My supervisor really cares about my well-being”). Items were rated
on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all)
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to 6 (strongly agree). The scale was translated into German
using the standard forward- and back-translation procedure
(Brislin 1986). The items were translated into German by the
first author and then translated back into English by a bilingual research assistant. Discrepancies between the original
and the back-translated versions were resolved before the
German version was finalized. Cronbach’s alpha was excellent (α = 0.90).
Leader‑Member‑Exchange
We used the German version of the Multidimensional
Leader-Member-Exchange Scale (LMX-MDM; Paul and
Schyns 2004) to measure leader-member-exchange quality. Responding to the authors’ recommendations, only
three of the four subscales were used (affect, loyalty, and
respect), each containing three items (e.g., “I like my leader
very much as a person”). Answers were indicated on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to
7 (strongly agree). The internal consistency was excellent
(α = 0.93).
Performance‑Based Self‑Esteem
We measured performance-based self-esteem with the five
items comprising the subscale performance self-esteem of
the State Self-Esteem Scale (Heatherton and Polivy 1991;
German version by Rudolph et al. 2020). A sample item is
“I feel frustrated or rattled about my performance”. Participants rated the items on a 5-point Likert scale with answers
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). The internal
consistency was acceptable (α = 0.68).
Job Engagement
Job engagement in this study was operationalized as the
extent to which followers invest effort in their work tasks and
measured with the subscales physical and affective engagement from the Job Engagement Scale (Rich et al. 2010),
each consisting of six items. Again, we used the standard
forward- and back-translation procedure to translate the
items into German. Sample items are “I feel energetic at my
job” (emotional engagement) or “I exert my full effort to
my job” (physical engagement). The items were rated on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to
5 (strongly agree). The internal consistency was excellent
(α = 0.91).
Control Variable
As negative affectivity may influence followers’ perceptions
and evaluations of their leaders, we controlled for negative
follower affect. We used the German version of the Positive
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and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Krohne et al. 1996),
which consists of 10 adjectives (e.g., “nervous”, “upset”).
Followers indicated the extent to which they were presently
experiencing the respective affective states on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all to 5 = extremely; Cronbach’s α = 0.87).

Analysis Strategy
The data were hierarchically structured, as between one and
five followers evaluated variables concerning their respective leader’s personality and their mutual relationships. Consequently, evaluations of followers (level 1) nested in leaders
(level 2) were nonindependent, and this nested structure had
to be taken into account to prevent the underestimation of
standard errors (Hox 2010; Nezlek 2011). As effects on different levels were not relevant to the research question, but
the dependence of the data due to the clustered structure had
to be accounted for, we opted for the Mplus type = complex
analysis strategy (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2012). This
procedure adjusts the standard errors for nonindependence
of observations but does not yield effects on different levels
or cross-level interactions.
The intraclass correlation (ICC), which measures the
degree of dependence within a group (Snijders and Bosker
2012), was 0.09 for performance-based self-esteem, 0.12
for job engagement, and 0.53 for leader-member-exchange.
However, according to Kahn (2011), using multilevel modeling even with low ICCs is sensible, as ICCs as low as 0.10
can imply meaningful heterogeneity between groups.
We estimated two different models. In Model 1, the leaders themselves rated their narcissistic rivalry levels (IV), and
followers rated perceived supervisor support (mediator) as
well as leader-member-exchange, performance-based selfesteem, and job engagement (DVs), resulting in a 2–1–1
model with multivariate outcomes. In a second model, all
variables were measured from the followers’ perspective,
resulting in a 1–1–1 model. We specified maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors, which is robust
to violations of normality and appropriate when cluster sizes
are unbalanced (Heck 2015).

Results
Data management and preliminary analyses were carried out
using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, version 25 (IBM
Corp. 2017). Descriptive statistics, intercorrelations, and
internal consistencies are presented in Table 1.

Hypothesis Testing
Analyses concerning hypothesis testing were carried out
using Mplus, version 7.2 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2012).
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Table 1  Means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistency estimates
Variable
Leader variables
1 Rivalry self-rating
2 Admiration self-rating
Follower variables
3 Rivalry follower rating
4 Admiration follower rating
5 Perceived supervisor support
6 Performance-based self-esteem
7 Job engagement
8 Leader-member-exchange
9 Followers’ negative affect

M

SD

1

2

1.88
3.13

0.52
0.65

(0.69)
0.42*** (0.76)

2.01
3.35
4.96
4.23
4.08
5.52
1.30

1.10
1.07
0.87
0.59
0.60
1.20
0.43

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

(0.94)
0.61***
− 0.64***
− 0.33***
− 0.08
− 0.53***
0.29**

(0.87)
− 0.31**
− 0.21*
− 0.03
− 0.14
0.28**

(0.90)
0.36**
0.24**
0.75**
− 0.29**

(0.68)
0.28**
0.16
− 0.24**

(0.91)
0.19*
− 0.11

(0.93)
− 0.23*

(0.87)

Nleaders = 68, Nfollowers = 122. Alpha coefficients are given in parentheses along the diagonal
*

p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

To test the direct and indirect effects proposed in the theoretical model, two multilevel path models controlling for
the clustered data structure were analyzed, using self- and
follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and admiration as
predictors, respectively. As mentioned above, leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was our focal predictor, whereas effects of
leaders’ narcissistic admiration were analyzed in an exploratory fashion only. Self- and follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry were not correlated (r = − 0.06, p = 0.505), and
there were no significant mean differences between the selfand follower ratings (t = 1.31, p = 0.192). In both models, we
controlled for followers’ negative affect.
The fit for Model 1, with self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and admiration as predictors, was good
(RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.14, SRMR = 0.01).
Model 2, with followers’ ratings of leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry and admiration, had a worse fit (RMSEA = 0.19,
CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.56, SRMR = 0.09). Excluding the
control variable greatly improved the fit for Model 2
(RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.00).
As the parameter estimates did not differ greatly when
Model 2 included versus did not include the control variable, we report the results for the model with the better fit
(i.e., in which negative follower affect was not controlled
for).3 Parameter estimates for Model 1 and 2 are reported
in Table 2.
Hypothesis 1a, which posited a negative relationship
between self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and perceived supervisor support, was not supported (β = -0.11,
SE = 0.15, p = 0.445). In line with Hypothesis 1b, we found a

3
Parameter estimates for Model 2 including followers’ negative
affect as a control variable are reported in Table 3 for the sake of
completeness.
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negative relationship between follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and perceived supervisor support (β = − 0.72,
SE = 0.07, p < 0.001).
In Hypotheses 2a and 2b, a negative relationship between
self- and follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and
leader-member-exchange was expected to be mediated by
perceived supervisor support. Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry did not predict leader-member-exchange (β = 0.01,
SE = 0.07, p = 0.903), which went against H2a. Followerrated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry, in turn, predicted follower ratings of leader-member-exchange, but the effect
was beyond traditional levels of significance (β = − 0.23,
SE = 0.13, p = 0.072). Furthermore, the effect was mediated
by perceived supervisor support as expected (b = − 0.52,
SE = 0.11, p < 0.001).
The negative relation between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
and performance-based self-esteem postulated in Hypotheses 3a and 3b was not evident for self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry (β = 0.12, SE = 0.09, p = 0.179) or followerrated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry (β = -0.14, SE = 0.14,
p = 0.332). However, as expected, there was a significant
indirect effect from follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry to performance-based self-esteem via perceived
supervisor support (b = -0.10, SE = 0.04, p = 0.028).
Hypotheses 4a and 4b proposed a negative relation
between leaders’ narcissistic rivalry and job engagement,
mediated by perceived supervisor support. Again, no significant direct effect was found for self-rated (β = 0.07,
SE = 0.09, p = 0.472) or follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry (β = 0.13, SE = 0.12, p = 0.293). However, the indirect
effect from follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry to job
engagement via perceived supervisor support was significant
(b = -0.13, SE = 0.04, p = 0.001).

p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

0.15
0.15
0.16
0.07
0.09

− 0.11
0.12
− 0.69
− 0.72
0.14

< 0.001***
0.145

< 0.001***

0.445
0.423

− 0.23
0.21
0.67

0.01
0.16
0.73
− 0.06

*

p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

N = 68 leader-member pairs

Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration
Perceived supervisor support
Followers’ negative affect

Variable

0.07
0.10
0.08

− 0.71
0.16
− 0.14

p

0.069

< 0.001***
0.095

− 0.23
0.22
0.66
− 0.03

0.13
0.09
0.09
0.08

SE

p
0.076
0.011**
< 0.001***
0.689

β

SE

β

0.072
0.009**
< 0.001***

0.903
0.035*
< 0.001***
0.743

Leader-member-exchange

p

Perceived supervisor support

0.13
0.08
0.09

0.07
0.08
0.05
0.17

SE

β

p

β

SE

Leader-member-exchange

Perceived supervisor support

Table 3  Parameter estimates for Model 2 with followers’ negative affect as control variable

*

N = 68 leader-member pairs

Model 1
Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration
Perceived supervisor support
Followers’ negative affect
Model 2
Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry
Follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration
Perceived supervisor support

Variable

Table 2  Parameter estimates for the multilevel mediation analyses

0.14
0.12
0.12

0.09
0.09
0.08
0.17

SE

p

0.332
0.662
0.027*

0.179
0.017*
< 0.001***
0.086

0.13
− 0.01
0.32

0.07
− 0.10
0.25
− 0.08

β

0.12
0.11
0.11

0.09
0.10
0.10
0.23

SE

Job engagement

− 0.13
− 0.03
0.22
− 0.13

β

0.15
0.12
0.12
0.08

SE

0.382
0.777
0.054*
0.118

p

0.13
0.01
0.30
− 0.06

β

0.12
0.12
0.11
0.10

SE

Performance-based self-esteem Job engagement

− 0.14
− 0.05
0.26

0.12
− 0.20
0.34
031

β

Performance-based self-esteem

0.295
0.965
0.007**
0.549

p

0.293
0.946
0.003**

0.472
0.296
0.017*
0.711

p
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Additional Analyses
For many decades, the Narcissistic Personality Inventory
(NPI; Raskin and Hall 1979; German version by Schütz
et al. 2004) has been the predominant measure in research
on grandiose narcissism. Only in recent years have instruments that conceptualize narcissism as a multidimensional
construct emerged. To examine whether results differ on
the basis of the conceptualization of narcissism as one- or
two-dimensional, we also tested the theoretical model with
self-rated leader narcissism as measured by the NPI as a
predictor. Again, we included followers’ negative affect
as a control variable. The model fit the data very well
(RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 0.1.00, TLI = 1.00, SRMR = 0.00).
Scores on the NPI did not predict perceived supervisor
support (β = − 0.09, SE = 0.13, p = 0.474), leader-memberexchange (β = 0.08, SE = 0.07, p = 0.277), performancebased self-esteem (β = − 0.15, SE = 0.08, p = 0.060), or
job engagement (β = − 0.12, SE = 0.08, p = 0.149). Indirect
effects were not significant (all ps > 0.474).
The relationships between narcissistic admiration and follower outcomes were investigated in an exploratory fashion.
Follower-rated narcissistic admiration was positively related
to leader-member-exchange (β = 0.21, SE = 0.08, p = 0.009).
Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration was negatively
related to performance-based self-esteem (β = − 0.20,
SE = 0.09, p = 0.017) and positively related to leader-member-exchange (β = 0.16, SE = 0.08, p = 0.035). There were no
significant indirect effects via perceived supervisor support
(all ps > 0.160 for follower-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration and all ps > 0.383 for self-rated leaders’ narcissistic
admiration).

Discussion
Key Findings and Theoretical Implications
Narcissists are characterized by particular motivations and
behaviors that facilitate their ascent to leadership positions
(Abeyta et al. 2017; Chen 2016; Nevicka et al. 2011a).
However, once there, only they themselves would describe
them as “good” leaders. The current study focused on the
maladaptive dimension of leader narcissism (i.e., narcissistic
rivalry) in a business ethics context and integrated leaders’
and followers’ perspectives to try to explain why it is that
others do not evaluate narcissistic leaders positively. We
suggested that, similar to romantic or private relationships,
the followers of leaders high in narcissistic rivalry perceive
these leaders as unsupportive and that this results in negative outcomes concerning followers’ perceptions, feelings,
and reported behavior. In sum, the results showed a consistent picture: Self-rated leaders’ narcissistic rivalry was
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unrelated to followers’ perceptions of supervisor support
and emotional and motivational outcome variables. Followers’ ratings of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry, by contrast, were
negatively connected to these outcomes. Perceived supervisor support mediated the negative effects of follower-rated
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry on leader-member-exchange,
performance-based self-esteem, and job engagement.
We investigated the proposed relationships in a sample
of matched leaders and followers. Our results clearly show
that when it comes to the motivational, emotional, and
behavioral consequences of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry,
what counts is followers’ perceptions of leaders rather than
leaders’ self-perceptions. Thus, if leaders high in narcissistic rivalry admit that they have devaluing thoughts and
see others as less worthy than themselves but these cognitions are not manifested in behavior, followers seem to be
largely unaffected. Only if the derogatory attitudes toward
others are transformed into actual, perceptible behavior that
is observed by followers do negative effects occur. Leaders
high in narcissistic rivalry seem to behave in such a way
toward their followers that these in turn feel less supported,
feel less valuable, evaluate their relationships more negatively, and show less engagement.
To further examine whether it is indeed the acting out of
derogatory thoughts and attitudes about others that drives
the negative effects of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry, future
studies could examine abusive supervision as a behavioral
expression of these cognitions. Even though narcissism has
already been proposed as an antecedent of abusive supervision (Nevicka et al. 2018a; Padilla et al. 2007; Waldman
et al. 2018), at least one study found no significant relationship between narcissism and abusive supervision (Wisse
and Sleebos 2016). Thus, investigating the mediating role
of abusive supervision in the relationship between narcissistic rivalry as the maladaptive dimension of narcissism
and perceived supervisor support could shed further light on
the actual behavior of leaders high in narcissistic rivalry. To
get closer to capturing actual behavior, diary studies using
event-sampling techniques could be a valuable approach
here.
Previous research has yielded contradictory statements
regarding the viability of using self- or other-ratings of
narcissism to predict individual outcomes. Hoffmann et al.
(2013), for example, found that self-rated leader narcissism did not predict follower-rated leader effectiveness.
The authors referred to previous studies reporting weak
relationships between self-ratings of leader narcissism and
other-ratings of leadership variables and argued that treating
narcissism as a unidimensional construct might have caused
the positive and negative effects to cancel each other out. By
distinguishing between narcissistic admiration and rivalry in
our study, we circumvented that pitfall and showed that the
two dimensions of narcissism proposed in the NARC are
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related to follower outcomes in different ways. Indeed, our
additional analyses using the unidimensional NPI did not
reveal significant effects of leader narcissism on our outcome variables and thus clearly differed from the results
using follower ratings of narcissistic rivalry as the maladaptive dimension of narcissism.
This finding supports the assumption that positive and
negative effects of grandiose narcissism might cancel each
other out when unidimensional measures are used and further strengthens the argument for using more fine-grained
approaches to measurement. However, it is still possible
that a negativity bias influenced our results: Followers
might have attributed general negative attitudes or affectivity to their leaders, biasing their evaluations of the leaders and their relationships. We lowered this possibility by
controlling for followers’ negative affectivity. Additionally,
the results dovetail with previous research that showed that
other-ratings of personality were more predictive of behavior
than self-ratings (Connelly and Ones 2010), especially concerning evaluations of narcissism (Braun 2017). As Hogan
and Fico (2011) contended, narcissistic leaders’ reputation
(i.e., how they are perceived by others) is especially useful
for predicting leader behavior. To further corroborate this
claim, we recommend combining followers’ perspectives on
leaders’ narcissistic rivalry with objective measurements of
actual leader behavior in future studies to thus better understand the links between narcissistic rivalry, abusive supervision, and perceived supervisor support.
The findings from our study are partly in line with findings on private or romantic relationships, which show that
long-term partners of narcissists do not feel cared for, report
manipulative behavior and conflicts, suffer from a lack of
commitment and warmth, and are generally not satisfied
with their relationships (Campbell and Foster 2002; Campbell et al. 2006; Lavner et al. 2016; Wurst et al. 2017). We
also corroborate the findings by Wurst et al. (2017), who
did not operationalize narcissism as a unidimensional construct but distinguished between narcissistic admiration and
rivalry. Like them, we showed that particularly the rivalry
dimension of narcissism entails negative outcomes for interaction partners, and we can add that this holds true not only
in private but also in work contexts.
Of course, all relationships develop and change over
time. In connection with the NARC, it has been shown that
the rivalry component is responsible for the negative longterm effects of narcissism in relationships, such as rejection, conflicts, or unpopularity (Leckelt et al. 2015; Wurst
et al. 2017). In turn, narcissistic admiration generates the
positive social outcomes typical of narcissists, such as being
perceived as attractive and likable or attaining social status
and praise (Back et al. 2018; Leckelt et al. 2015; Wurst et al.
2017). Consequently, it is possible that leader-member relationships are likewise affected by these temporal trajectories.
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If this is the case, the stronger influence of narcissistic admiration in early relationships may lead followers to perceive
their narcissistic leaders as more supportive, and negative
outcomes should be less obvious. In the long run, however,
as the rivalry dimension becomes more influential, negative
social outcomes, such as low perceived support, low follower engagement, reduced self-esteem, and unsatisfactory
relationships should predominate. This argument is also in
line with results from Nevicka et al. (2018b), who found that
less visible leaders, who had less opportunity to treat their
employees negatively in comparison with more visible leaders, had a less negative impact on followers’ job attitudes.
To examine temporal effects, we analyzed our theoretical model using the duration of the leader-member relationship as a moderator in a post hoc analysis. Surprisingly, it
was not the case that followers who had only worked with
their supervisors for a short time evaluated their relationship
more favorably. This finding differs from the results of studies in romantic or private contexts, which showed that the
relationship satisfaction of people with narcissistic partners
declines over time (Lavner et al. 2016) and that this can be
attributed to the differential predominance of the admiration and rivalry dimensions over the course of a relationship
(Leckelt et al. 2015; Wurst et al. 2017). Still, we excluded
pairs who had worked together for less than 6 months, and
it is possible that the negative effect of leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry has already been substantiated after a few months
(see Paulhus 1998). Thus, future research could examine the
assumptions we made in newly formed leader-member collaborations. Longitudinal studies would definitely be worthwhile to shed further light on the temporal effects of narcissism and draw causal conclusions regarding the development
of work relationships with narcissistic leaders. For instance,
it may also be the case that work relationships differ from
private relationships in certain aspects (e.g., the emotional
significance one attributes to them).
Our exploratory investigation of narcissistic admiration
in the context of leader-member relationships showed that
leaders who perceive themselves or are perceived as high on
narcissistic admiration have better leader–follower relationships than others. In this respect, it may be worthwhile to
investigate the overlap between narcissistic admiration and
components of transformational leadership to learn more
about the processes underlying this effect. Transformational
leaders inspire their followers by communicating compelling visions in a charismatic way (Bass 1991). Judge et al.
(2006) did not find associations between leader narcissism
and transformational leadership. This could be due to their
use of a unidimensional narcissism measure. Applying
the NARC in this context may show whether narcissistic
admiration is indeed positively related to transformational
leadership. According to the NARC, people high in narcissistic admiration entertain visions of grandiosity (Back et al.
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2013), which might, in an organizational context, apply to
visions for one’s organization. It may thus be the case that
leaders high in narcissistic admiration form relationships
with their followers that are perceived as positive because
these leaders share motivating visions and give followers the
feeling that they are part of something big and important.
However, self-rated leaders’ narcissistic admiration was
negatively related to followers’ reports of performance-based
self-esteem. This shows that leaders who aim to be the center
of attention and praise their own accomplishments seem to
elicit feelings of inadequacy in their followers regarding
work performance. In this sense, leaders’ narcissistic admiration may also be regarded as maladaptive in some respects:
Based on social comparison processes, negative feelings
toward the leader may be elicited because the leader triggers feelings of inferiority. Followers who experience low
performance-based self-esteem typically show less satisfaction and lower performance (Judge and Bono 2001). Further,
malicious envy and supervisor-directed counterproductive
work behavior could result (Braun et al. 2018; Whelpley
and McDaniel 2016).

Limitations
Whereas the dyadic data structure of our sample enabled
us to study our theoretical assumptions from two perspectives, some methodological aspects could be improved in
future studies. First, we had an unbalanced sample: We
asked leaders to invite up to three of their followers. We
did so to increase the possibility that at least one follower
per leader would answer the questionnaire. Future studies
could use balanced and unique dyads and collect ratings on
all variables of interest from both partners so that actorpartner-interdependence models (APIM; Kenny and Cook
1999) could be computed.
Furthermore, we asked leaders to select the followers
according to their surnames, but we were unable to control
whether they actually did so. Biases could have influenced
our sample in such a way that leaders intentionally invited
followers from whom they expected favorable ratings. However, followers’ ratings of most variables were comparable
to those reported in the literature in the field, which speaks
against possible biases. Leaders’ self-rated narcissistic
rivalry was indeed lower than in previous papers: Whereas
others found ratings between 1.92 and 2.70 (e.g., Lange
et al. 2016; Leckelt et al. 2015; Geukes et al. 2017; Mota
et al. 2019), the mean was 1.86 in our study. This could have
resulted from our acquisition strategy: To cover the whole
range of narcissism and attract leaders high in narcissism, we
claimed we were looking for leaders who would share with
us what characterizes “outstanding” leaders. This might have
provoked socially desirable answers concerning narcissistic
rivalry. However, other studies have shown that typically,
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social desirability is not a problem with narcissism. Additionally, other studies have reported higher variance in selfreported narcissistic rivalry than our study. Many other studies have used student samples (for an exception, see Lange
et al. 2016), with a younger population and a larger share
of female participants. Whereas the use of real-life leadermember pairs instead of a student sample is a strength of our
study that impacts external validity, in the future, sampling
strategies should ensure that there is enough variance in all
relevant variables. This could be achieved by asking leaders to provide at least three followers’ names and have an
algorithm choose one randomly.
Of course, leadership does not happen in a vacuum.
According to trait activation theory (Tett and Burnett 2003),
the manifestation of personality traits depends on the situation, which in turn is shaped by contextual factors and interaction partners’ behavior. In line with this, the framework
of the toxic triangle (Padilla et al. 2007; Thoroughgood
et al. 2018) presumes that destructive leadership emerges
as a consequence of destructive leaders, susceptible followers, and conducive environments. One environmental factor
that may buffer against the negative effects of narcissistic
leaders on their followers is coworker support. According
to the job demands-resources model (Bakker and Demerouti
2007) and the cross-domain buffering hypothesis (Lepore
1992), coworker support can be seen as a job resource that
is beneficial to followers’ well-being and engagement. For
example, strong support from team members weakens the
negative relationship between abusive supervision and job
satisfaction (Hobman et al. 2009). Future studies should
also take into account follower characteristics and organizational culture. On the basis of theoretical accounts and
empirical findings on destructive leadership (Padilla et al.
2007; Schyns et al. 2019), we would expect that especially
followers who are perceived either as “easy targets” (i.e.,
submissive followers) or as highly threatening to a leader’s
grandiose ego (i.e., confrontational followers) will suffer
from having a leader high in narcissistic rivalry. For example, Nevicka et al. (2018a) found that followers with low
self-esteem suffered more from narcissistic leaders than
those with higher self-esteem. Also, whether an organization’s culture prohibits or sanctions unethical and devaluing behavior should influence how openly narcissistic leaders display their derogative attitudes. Leaders’ narcissistic
rivalry might also elicit unethical follower behavior in two
ways: for one, supervisor-directed deviance or counterproductive work behavior might result as ways of retaliation or
protest against devaluing leader behavior (Braun 2017). On
the other hand, obedient followers could be easily convinced
to engage in other-targeted unethical behavior that contributes to leaders’ self-serving goals (Uhl-Bien and Carsten
2007). Finally, a leader is of course not characterized by a
single personality trait. In fact, it has been shown that some
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leader characteristics can temper the negative effects of
leader narcissism. Basing their research on paradox theory
(Smith and Lewis 2011), Owens et al. (2015), for example,
showed that leader humility buffered the negative effects of
leader narcissism. Future studies could thus further examine
other moderating leader characteristics.

Practical Implications
The central implication of our results seems evident: We do
not recommend that organizations hire people high in narcissistic rivalry for leadership positions. Of course, it is not as
easy as that. Besides narcissists’ propensity to seek out and
achieve leadership positions (Grijalva et al. 2015), executive assessment, especially in Germany, is slow to embrace
personality tests as valid selection tools (Schuler et al. 2007).
Whereas such tests are fairly well-established in the US, and
their use has increased in Germany as well (Hossiep et al.
2015), human resource specialists often refrain from using
personality assessments due to concerns about validity and
acceptance, especially in hierarchically high positions (Benit
and Soellner 2013). Apart from the possibility of using general psychometric measures such as the NARQ (Back et al.
2013) in personnel selection, a first measure for specifically
assessing “dark” personality traits in the work context was
recently introduced (Schwarzinger and Schuler 2016). Due
to the abovementioned reasons, the extent to which this will
be used in the field remains to be seen. Indeed, as narcissists
do have self-insight and openly admit to their narcissism
(Carlson 2013), such measures might not even be needed, as
one could just ask candidates whether they would describe
themselves as narcissistic. In addition to personality tests,
conditional reasoning tests or objective performance measures should be incorporated into selection and promotion
procedures to circumvent self-presentational tactics that
influence more subjective methods such as job interviews
or assessment centers (Braun 2017; LeBreton et al. 2007).
However, as we noted at the beginning of this paper, leadership success depends on interpersonal skills to a large extent.
Thus, specifically selecting for desirable personality traits
such as integrity, empathy, or agreeableness, which typically do not coincide with narcissistic rivalry (Back et al.
2013; Rogoza et al. 2016; Wetzel et al. 2016), could also
help organizations avoid having people high in narcissistic
rivalry ascend to leadership positions. Even before selection processes begin, organizations could influence whether
people high in narcissistic rivalry even apply for a position
by framing job descriptions with a focus on agentic versus
communal aspects. As the latter opposes the way narcissists construe their self-views (Back et al. 2013; Grijalva
and Zhang 2016), they should be less motivated to apply for
such positions.
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Once narcissists have obtained leadership positions and
are negatively affecting their followers, other measures
should be taken to minimize negative outcomes. Being a
relatively stable personality trait that decreases slightly
over the life span and in reaction to life events (Chopik
and Grimm 2019; Grosz et al. 2019; Wetzel et al. 2019),
narcissism in itself is hardly affected by training programs
or coaching. This can be attributed to narcissists being
resistant to critical feedback about themselves (Bushman
and Baumeister 1998; Kernis and Sun 1994).
However, there might be some leverage regarding narcissistic behavior: Our findings show that leaders’ narcissistic rivalry’s negative effects on employees can be traced
back to followers’ perceptions of their leaders’ behavior
(i.e., the observable expressions of narcissistic rivalry).
Thus, one strategy could be to work with leaders who are
high in narcissistic rivalry on the behavioral expression of
their attitudes toward others. As narcissists seldom see reasons to change unless circumstances challenge or threaten
their grandiose self-views (Brunell and Campbell 2011), it
may be important to alert them to the negative impact their
behavior has on their reputation (e.g., through decreasing
follower well-being and performance). Seeing that by hurting others, they eventually hurt their own standing in an
organization could make behavioral change self-relevant
for leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, as such positive
changes could boost their status and thus foster their grandiose self-views (Grapsas et al. 2019). Training or coaching that builds on multisource feedback and thus raises
narcissistic leaders’ awareness of the contrast between
how they see themselves and how colleagues, followers,
supervisors, and clients perceive them and that focuses on
practicing positive leadership skills could also be helpful
here. Additionally, designing performance ratings to take
into consideration supportive leadership behavior might be
a further incentive for leaders high in narcissistic rivalry
to adapt the behavioral expression of their narcissistic tendencies. Furthermore, whereas narcissism itself is relatively stable, certain aspects that come with it can indeed
be improved through training (e.g., their lack of empathy, perspective taking, or emotional intelligence; Geßler
et al. 2020; Hepper et al. 2014; Köppe et al. 2019). These
aspects positively influence leader-member relationships
(Cropanzano et al. 2017). In addition, organizations could
enable employees to engage in upward ethical leadership
by helping them develop strong networks and upward
leadership skills as well as establishing strong organizational norms that promote ethical behavior and speaking
up about destructive leadership behavior (Uhl-Bien and
Carsten 2007; Thoroughgood et al. 2018). Finally, closely
monitoring potentially destructive leaders and establishing
disciplinary procedures for destructive leader behavior,
taking feedback from followers seriously, and ensuring
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employee rights can further help organizations avoid the
negative effects of leaders’ narcissistic rivalry.

Conclusion
Leaders high in narcissistic rivalry are perceived as less supportive by their followers, which, according to followers’
reports, results in lower performance-based self-esteem,
lower job engagement, and worse evaluations of the leadermember relationship. What drives these effects is probably
not leaders’ self-evaluation but rather how their narcissistic
tendencies translate into actual behavior, which is then perceived by their followers. Studies with behavioral data could
help to corroborate this assumption.
Whereas leaders’ narcissistic rivalry clearly has negative
consequences, narcissistic admiration may have beneficial
effects on how leaders are perceived. Links to charisma,
vision, and facets of transformational leadership need to
be further investigated. As narcissists typically look for a
stage to shine from and thus seek and often attain leadership
positions, organizations should consider using personality
tests as well as objective selection methods in executive
assessments and implement training and coaching opportunities that focus on raising leaders’ self-awareness for their
destructive behaviors and replacing them with constructive
leadership behaviors. Establishing the motivation to change
in leaders high in narcissistic rivalry, for example, by outlining how devaluative or aggressive behavior can impair a
leader’s reputation, is key in such endeavors.
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