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Previous evidence suggests that narcissistic people tend to visit social networking sites
(SNS) frequently, but the emotions accompanying their engagement on such sites
has not been a significant subject of study. Therefore, we examined the relationship
between narcissism and the affective experience on SNS in two different samples. To
do so, we not only examined narcissism as a whole but also distinguished between
adaptive and maladaptive narcissism. Results of the two studies consistently showed
that: (1) narcissism as a whole was not correlated with the SNS affective experience;
(2) maladaptive narcissism was predictive of a worse affective experience on SNS;
and (3) partly due to a positive correlation with self-esteem, adaptive narcissism
was associated with a better SNS affective experience. In addition, these findings
held with SNS activities considered in simultaneity. The present research extends our
understanding of the relationship between narcissism and social networking as well as
that between emotion and social networking.
Keywords: narcissism, social networking sites (SNS), affective experience, emotion, self-esteem

INTRODUCTION
Nowadays, millions of people visit social networking sites (SNS) every day (CNNIC, 2017). Among
active SNS users are narcissists (Gnambs and Appel, 2018). The term narcissism derives from
Narcissus, a young man in Greek mythology who could only stare at his beautiful reflection in a
pool. Narcissists1 in the modern age are far luckier than Narcissus. Owing to SNS, narcissists today
can not only take and enhance their “selfie” images, but also display them to numerous people
anywhere, anytime. Indeed, empirical research has found that narcissists overall are more active on
SNS than non-narcissists (for reviews see, Liu and Baumeister, 2016; Gnambs and Appel, 2018).
Despite their high involvement with SNS, do narcissists truly enjoy using SNS? The answer to
this question would enrich our understanding of narcissism in two ways. First, previous studies
on narcissism and SNS have mostly focused on the behavioral part of SNS usage (e.g., Buffardi
and Campbell, 2008; Liu and Baumeister, 2016), leaving the relationship between narcissism and
the affective part of SNS usage (i.e., affect experienced while visiting SNS) unexplored. Second,
in offline settings, narcissism is predicative of a better sense of well-being (Rose, 2002; Sedikides
et al., 2004). As online life features more and more in the human experience, it is necessary to
1

For the convenience of terminology, we use the expression narcissist to refer to a person exhibiting relatively high subclinical
narcissism.
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SNS? SNS provide perfect platforms to show off and win
over the admiration of others. Hence, it seems that narcissistic
SNS users would derive satisfaction and happiness from such
engagement. Some preliminary evidence, however, prompted us
to question this assumption. Narcissists’ fragile high self-views
often dictate extreme emotional reactivity to daily experiences
(Rhodewalt et al., 1998). Compared to non-narcissists, narcissists
tend to grow happier and more satisfied with positive occurrences
yet more anxious and angrier when facing negative ones
(Rhodewalt and Morf, 1998). In the context of SNS, if narcissistic
users attract the attention they crave, their affective experience
is likely to be positive. But what if they fail? A study of
people’s responsiveness to narcissistic Facebook users showed
that individuals high in narcissism were less likely to receive
comments and “likes” in response to their status updates than
individuals low in narcissism (Choi et al., 2015). Exploitativeness
and entitlement, two maladaptive components of narcissism,
mainly drove this effect. This dynamic suggests that narcissists,
especially those who exhibit highly exploitative and entitled
behaviors, may not receive as much attention as they expect, and
consequently, may undergo many unpleasant feelings when using
SNS.
In addition to situational influences, narcissistic SNS users’
moods may also depend on the composition of their personality.
Various studies have identified a distinction between adaptive
and maladaptive facets of narcissism (Watson and Biderman,
1993; Barry et al., 2003, 2007; Hepper et al., 2014; Cai et al.,
2015)3 . This distinction has been validated by using the sevenfactor model of the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI;
Raskin and Terry, 1988), the primary measure of narcissism in
over three quarters of social/personality research on narcissism
(Cain et al., 2008). Factors such as authority (i.e., viewing
oneself as a leader) and self-sufficiency (i.e., confidence in one’s
abilities) characterize adaptive narcissism, whereas entitlement
(i.e., a desire to be viewed as more important than others),
exploitativeness (i.e., a willingness to achieve status over others),
and exhibitionism (i.e., a need to be the center of attention and
receive praise from others) are representative of maladaptive
narcissism (Watson and Biderman, 1993; Barry et al., 2003).
Adaptive and maladaptive narcissism differ from each other in
personality correlates, associations with inter- and intra-personal
adaptions, problem behaviors, developmental trajectories, and
genetic and environmental foundations (for a review, see Cai
and Luo, 2018). In particular, adaptive narcissism has been found
to be associated with indicators of higher emotional well-being,
such as assertiveness, self-esteem, low depression and anxiety. In
contrast, maladaptive narcissism has been tied to signs of poorer
emotional well-being, such as low self-esteem, high neuroticism,
anxiety, and depression (Emmons, 1984; Watson and Biderman,
1993; Brown et al., 2009; Ackerman et al., 2011). Therefore, it is
likely that the different connections of adaptive and maladaptive
narcissism with emotional well-being would extend to SNS. This
hypothesis needs to be tested.

know whether narcissism also predicts well-being in this setting.
To fulfill these aims, we examined the relationship between
the affective experience on SNS and narcissism. Specifically, we
targeted both narcissism as a whole and its two distinct facets,
adaptive and maladaptive narcissism.
Narcissism is characterized by intrapersonal grandiosity,
self-importance, and perceived uniqueness, as well as by
interpersonal entitlement, exploitativeness, and exhibitionism
(Morf and Rhodewalt, 2001; Brown et al., 2009). According
to the self-regulatory processing model, to affirm and enhance
their superiority, narcissists employ intra- and interpersonal
strategies, such as biased self-evaluations and attention-capture
behaviors (Morf and Rhodewalt, 2001). Narcissists’ needs
for positivity and admiration can be well satisfied via SNS.
In one way, narcissists can selectively post positive selfdescriptions and selfies to affirm their own positive images
(Bleske-Rechek et al., 2008; Winter et al., 2014). Narcissists
can further take advantage of SNS to pursue connections
with as many friends as possible and to show off what they
are engaged in to a wide range of acquaintances (Bergman
et al., 2011). Indeed, compared to non-narcissists, narcissists
use SNS more frequently, have more friends, pursue more
leisure interests, and upload more self-promotional contents
(Buffardi and Campbell, 2008; Ong et al., 2011; Wang et al.,
2012; Winter et al., 2014). In short, by targeting SNS activity,
numerous studies have identified a positive connection between
narcissism and SNS usage (Liu and Baumeister, 2016; Gnambs
and Appel, 2018). This finding, however, is not the whole
story.
Beyond the activities that SNS support, recent research has
demonstrated that SNS usage also appeals to emotions or, SNS
affective experiences (Wise et al., 2010; Krasnova et al., 2013).
When visiting SNS, users not only initiate numerous activities but
also experience various emotions2 . A line of emerging studies has
zeroed in on such emotions experienced during SNS visits. For
example, consuming other people’s postings about happy events
(e.g., vacation photographs) elicits feelings of envy (Krasnova
et al., 2013). In addition to self-reports, physiological data (i.e.,
facial electromyography) have also shown that people experience
emotional fluctuations when visiting SNS (Wise et al., 2010).
Moreover, these feelings are consequential, with better affective
experiences on SNS predicting higher offline psychological wellbeing. Such emotional associations with well-being are above and
beyond any SNS activity (Shi et al., 2018). Given the relevance of
SNS affective experience to psychological well-being, researchers
have started to investigate personality factors that contribute
to better SNS affective experience. A recent study showed that
users with high agreeableness, extraversion, conscientiousness,
and low neuroticism were likely to experience more positive
emotions and less negative ones when visiting SNS (Shi et al.,
2014).
As narcissism predisposes people to engage in SNS activity,
would narcissism also predict people’s affective experience on
2

These emotions might be the causes or outcomes of the activities (Kross et al.,
2013; Toma, 2013; Toma and Hancock, 2013). Emotions and activities may also
occur in simultaneity (Wise et al., 2010). While also important, the relationship
between SNS emotions and activities is beyond the scope of this study.
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and maladaptive facets may serve intrapersonal functions for narcissists, and
neither reflects vulnerability, pathology, or disorder (Hepper et al., 2014).
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the combination of the two may then cancel each other
out and result in a null correlation with SNS affective
experience.
In addition to identifying the correlation between adaptive
narcissism and SNS affective experience, we hypothesized that
self-esteem would play a role in this relationship (Figure 1).
Self-esteem indicates the degree to which people feel good about
themselves (Baumeister et al., 2003). Narcissists often possess
high self-esteem (Campbell et al., 2002). But the self-views
of narcissists and others with high self-esteem differ in many
ways, including origins, development, content, and consequences
(Campbell et al., 2002; Brummelman et al., 2016). Here, we
included self-esteem as a potential mechanism underlying the
link between adaptive narcissism and SNS affective experience
for the following reasons: (1) narcissism, adaptive narcissism
in particular, and self-esteem are closely related (Watson
and Biderman, 1993; Bosson et al., 2008); (2) self-esteem is
generally viewed as a positive indicator of well-being (DeNeve
and Cooper, 1998; Baumeister et al., 2003); (3) self-esteem is
associated with both SNS activity (Liu and Baumeister, 2016)
and SNS affective experience (Shi et al., 2018); and (4) selfesteem accounts for the relationship between narcissism and
well-being (Rose, 2002; Sedikides et al., 2004; Rosenthal and
Hooley, 2010). Therefore, we expected self-esteem to account
for the link between adaptive narcissism and SNS affective
experience to some extent (Hypothesis 2). For maladaptive
narcissism, we included it in the analysis but formulated no
specific hypothesis. We based this decision on the small to
negligible relationship observed to exist between self-esteem and
maladaptive narcissism (Watson and Biderman, 1993; Ackerman
et al., 2011).

To determine whether narcissists enjoy using SNS, we carried
out two cross-sectional studies. Study 1 examined the correlation
between SNS affective experience and narcissism, and further
distinguished between adaptive and maladaptive narcissism. We
operationalized SNS affective experience as the frequencies of
experiencing various positive and negative affect when surfing
SNS (Shi et al., 2014). Following previous practice (Shi et al.,
2014), we indexed SNS affective experience by balanced affect, i.e.,
a combination of both positive and negative affect. Balanced affect
has been shown to be a better indicator of emotional well-being
than either the positive or negative affect (Bradburn, 1969; Van
Schuur and Kruijtbosch, 1995; Kim and Mueller, 2001), especially
for people from interdependent cultures in East Asia, which
emphasize a balance between positivity and negativity (Kitayama
et al., 2000; Uchida et al., 2004).
Study 2 extended Study 1 by testing whether narcissism
predicted SNS affective experience beyond SNS activity with
a relatively large sample. Narcissism is related to various SNS
activities (Liu and Baumeister, 2016), and these activities in turn
relate to emotional outcomes (Toma, 2013; Burke and Kraut,
2016), including the online affective experience (Shi et al., 2014).
It is possible that the relationship between adaptive/maladaptive
narcissism and SNS affective experience is merely a byproduct
of the connection between SNS activity and affect, or at least
confounded by that connection. Hence, we controlled SNS
activity in Study 2. Besides requiring basic information about
SNS activity (e.g., frequency of SNS visiting) for our assessment,
we divided various SNS activities into two groups based on
the dual-factor model of SNS use: (1) self-presentation activities
(e.g., updating photos and status), motivated by the need
for self-presentation; and (2) social-interaction activities (e.g.,
comments and chats), driven by the need to belong (Nadkarni
and Hofmann, 2012).
In keeping with previous findings that adaptive narcissism
is associated with affective well-being while maladaptive
narcissism is correlated with poor psychological well-being
(Emmons, 1984; Watson and Biderman, 1993; Brown et al.,
2009; Ackerman et al., 2011), we hypothesized that adaptive
narcissism would predict better SNS affective experiences,
whereas maladaptive narcissism would predict worse SNS
affective experiences (Hypothesis 1). Given that narcissism as
a whole includes both adaptive and maladaptive components,

STUDY 1
Methods
Participants
We recruited 205 university students from universities
around the Institute of Psychology at the Chinese Academy
of Sciences in Beijing. Four participants were excluded
from the analysis as they reported not visiting SNS at all.
The remaining 201 participants (98 males, 97 females,

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model of how narcissism predicts SNS affective experience. Adaptive narcissism (solid line) is positively associated with self-esteem;
self-esteem in turn increases SNS affective experience. Maladaptive narcissism also predicts SNS affective experience but in an inverse direction. We haven’t
proposed a particular hypothesis for the relationship between maladaptive narcissism and self-esteem (dashed line).
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6 unspecified; for the 198 participants who reported their
age, Mage = 21.59, SD = 2.90) reported that they accessed SNS
regularly.

(1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). We averaged the ten
ratings to obtain an index of self-esteem.

Procedure

Results

The research protocol was approved by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at the Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy
of Sciences. Informed written consent was obtained from all
participants prior to survey. All participants completed a battery
of assessments with paper and pencil in quiet classrooms. In the
beginning, participants reported their frequency of using SNS
(1 = never, 7 = several times a day) and completed measures
of SNS affective experience, narcissism, and self-esteem. All
measures were in Chinese. Translation and back-translation
procedures were employed to ensure the equivalence across
languages.

Table 1 shows the summary scores of and correlation coefficients
among all measures. No correlation exists between the overall
score of the NPI and SNS affective experience (Table 1).
Because adaptive and maladaptive narcissism were correlated
(Table 1), we conducted regression analyses to examine the
unique predictive power of adaptive and maladaptive narcissism,
with SNS affective experience as the outcome. The affective
experience on SNS was positively related to adaptive narcissism,
while negatively correlated with maladaptive narcissism (Table 2,
Model 1). Notably, the significant relationship between adaptive
narcissism and SNS affective experience was not evident in the
zero-order correlation (Table 1) on account of suppression by
maladaptive narcissism (Paulhus et al., 2004). As Table 2 (Model
1) conveys, the direct effect of adaptive narcissism on SNS affect
was positive. The indirect effect through maladaptive narcissism,
however, should be negative, given the positive correlation
between adaptive and maladaptive narcissism (Table 1) along
with the negative effect of maladaptive narcissism on SNS
affect (Table 2, Model 1). As predicted, the positive direct
effect and the negative indirect effect canceled each other out,
resulting in a null total effect (i.e., the zero-order correlation) of
adaptive narcissism on SNS affect. Similarly, due to suppression
by adaptive narcissism, the zero-order correlation between
maladaptive narcissism and SNS affective experience was only
marginally significant (Table 1).
As mentioned before, SNS activity could have confounded the
relationship between adaptive and maladaptive narcissism and
SNS affect. To account for this possibility, we considered the
frequency of SNS use as an additional predictor of SNS affect
(Table 2, Model 2). We found that the correlations between SNS
affect and either adaptive narcissism or maladaptive narcissism
did not change after all. In addition, there was no significant
relation between SNS use frequency and SNS affect.
As self-esteem was correlated with both adaptive narcissism
and SNS affective experience (Table 1), we entered self-esteem
as another predictor in the above mentioned regression model
(Table 2, Model 3) in order to test whether it would account
for the relationship between adaptive narcissism and SNS
affective experience. The results showed that when self-esteem
was included in the regression model, the relationship between

Measures
The SNS Affective Experience Scale consists of four negative
(unpleasant, sad, angry, afraid) and four positive (happy, pleasant,
joyful, contented) emotions, which are used to measure emotional
well-being (Diener et al., 2010; Shi et al., 2014). Participants
reported how often they experienced each affect while visiting
SNS (1 = never, 7 = always). We averaged the scores across the
eight emotions, with the scores of the negative items reversed.
A higher mean score indicated an excess of positive over negative
feelings.
The Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI, Raskin and Terry,
1988) comprises 40 items. Each item includes a pair of statements,
one being narcissistic and the other non-narcissistic. For each
item, participants indicated whether the narcissistic (coded as
‘1’) or non-narcissistic (coded as ‘0’) statement better described
themselves. Reponses to all items were combined to serve as a
measure of narcissism. Following previous practice (Barry et al.,
2003, 2007; Hepper et al., 2014; Cai et al., 2015), 14 items
(e.g., I have a natural talent for influencing people) reflecting
self-sufficiency and authority were devised to index adaptive
narcissism, while 18 items (e.g., I would do almost anything on a
dare) addressing exhibitionism, exploitativeness, and entitlement
were applied to assess maladaptive narcissism. We summed up
the scores for every index, respectively.
The Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) includes
10 statements, like “I take a positive attitude toward myself.”
Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed or
disagreed with each statement on a 4-point Likert scale

TABLE 1 | Summary scores of and correlations among all measures in Study 1.
α

Meana

SD

(1) Narcissism

0.82

13.81

6.38

(2) Adaptive narcissism

0.73

4.99

2.89

0.87∗∗∗

(3) Maladaptive narcissism

0.65

5.86

3.07

0.87∗∗∗

0.60∗∗∗

0.34∗∗∗

0.44∗∗∗

Measure

1

2

3

5

0.13+

(4) Self-esteem

0.85

3.14

0.52

(5) SNS affective experience

0.63

5.10

0.72

−0.01

0.07

−0.13+

(6) SNS use frequency

–

6.07

1.18

0.05

0.01

0.04

a For

4

0.26∗∗∗
0.06

−0.02

measures of narcissism, the means stand for the average of the summed items; + p < 0.1; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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did not visit SNS at all. The remaining 408 participants (183
males, 225 females; Mage = 20.34, SD = 1.86) reported that they
accessed SNS regularly.

TABLE 2 | Standardized coefficients (beta) of SNS affective experience regressed
on narcissism, SNS use frequency, and self-esteem (Study 1).
Predictor

β

p

Procedure

Model 1
Adaptive narcissism
Maladaptive narcissism

0.22

0.021

−0.25

0.007

The research protocol was approved by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at the Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy
of Sciences. Informed written consent was obtained from all
participants prior to survey. Participants completed all measures
on personal computers in quiet, private rooms.

Model 2
Adaptive narcissism

0.21

0.023

Maladaptive narcissism

−0.25

0.007

SNS use frequency

−0.05

0.484

0.07

0.483

Maladaptive narcissism

−0.21

0.026

SNS use frequency

−0.07

0.327

0.25

0.002

Measures

Model 3
Adaptive narcissism

Self-esteem

We assessed narcissism, self-esteem, and SNS affective experience
with the same measures used in Study 1. We also examined SNS
activities with the SNS Feature Usage Scale (Shi et al., 2014),
which was developed based on earlier work (Ross et al., 2009;
Ryan and Xenos, 2011; Nadkarni and Hofmann, 2012). The scale
contains 12 items addressing different types of SNS activities,
namely, general use, self-presentation, and social interaction
(Table 3). Participants were instructed to indicate their frequency
in participating in each activity based upon the usage of their
favorite SNS. To overcome a major limitation of previous studies,
reliance on results from a single-item measure for each specific
use of SNS (Bergman et al., 2011), we composed criterion
variables by averaging scores for each category.

adaptive narcissism and affective experience became nonsignificant. Also, we conducted bootstrap analysis to calculate
bias-corrected confidence intervals to evaluate the indirect effect
(5,000 bootstrap resamples; Hayes, 2013). Our analysis yielded
a significant indirect effect, with a point estimate of 0.03 and
95% bootstrap confidence interval that does not include zero
[0.01, 0.05]. Therefore, self-esteem played a role in the connection
between adaptive narcissism and SNS affective experience. In
contrast, the relationship between maladaptive narcissism and
SNS affective experience remained almost the same when selfesteem was introduced into the regression model, indicating that
the effect of maladaptive narcissism was independent from selfesteem. Please see the Supplementary Material for results of
additional analyses.
To summarize, our study supported Hypothesis 1. Narcissism
as a whole was not related to affect experienced on SNS. But
the adaptive facet of narcissism positively predicted SNS affective
experience, whereas maladaptive narcissism negatively predicted
SNS affective experience. In addition, self-esteem accounted for
the correlation between adaptive narcissism and SNS affect,
supporting Hypothesis 2. To replicate the results and further rule
out potential influence from various SNS activities, we conducted
another study with a larger sample.

Hierarchical Linear Modeling
Our data were dyadic and thus might have introduced bias in
many parametric analyses by violating the common assumption
of independence (Bliese and Hanges, 2004). To test for
the presence of non-independence, we used the intra-class
correlation coefficient (ICC), which suggested inter-dependence
for twin members on all the measures (ICCs: 0.329 – 0.489,
ps < 0.001). We further conducted hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM) to analyze the dyadic data (Kenny et al., 2006). We
ran these models based on the MIXED procedure in SPSS
23.0 (REML as estimation method, compound symmetry as

TABLE 3 | Social networking sites feature usage scale.
General use
How often do you visit SNS?

STUDY 2

How long do you stay on SNS for each visit on average?a
How many friends do you have on your favorite SNS?b

In Study 2, we intended to replicate the results from Study 1.
Furthermore, we controlled for the potential confounding effects
of SNS activity, which has been related to both narcissism and
affective experience on SNS (Shi et al., 2014; Liu and Baumeister,
2016).

Self-presentation
How often do you write notes/blogs?
How often do you update your profile image?
How often do you post photos?
How often do you update your status?
Social interaction

Methods

How often do you send private messages to others?

Participants

How often do you share or re-send others’ profiles?

We recruited 464 young adults from the Beijing Twin Study
(BeTwiSt). Twins in the BeTwiSt are socio-demographically
representative of their peers in Beijing, including both college
students and young employees (Chen et al., 2013). Fifty-six
participants were excluded from the analysis as they stated they

How often do you visit your friends’ homepage?

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

How often do you comment on others’ posts?
How often do you check others’ comments on your posts?
Response scale: 1 = never, 7 = several times a day. a Response scale: 1 = less than
15 min, 7 = more than 4 h. b Response scale: 1 = 1–50, 7 = over 500.
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using a Monte Carlo SPSS macro (based on 10,000 Monte Carlo
samples; Hayes, 2013). The analysis revealed a significant indirect
effect as 0.03 (95% CI [0.02, 0.05]). Hence, the results indicated
that self-esteem accounted for part of the correlation between
adaptive narcissism and SNS affective experience. Notably, like
Study 1, the relationship between maladaptive narcissism and the
affective experience was not due to self-esteem as their correlation
did not decrease when self-esteem was included in the HLM.
Please see the Supplementary Material for results of additional
analyses.
To sum up, Study 2 verified the hypothetical differential
relationship between the two facets of narcissism and affect
experienced on SNS, replicating the results of Study 1 and
supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2. Moreover, this study showed that
these hypotheses held their ground when various SNS activities
were simultaneously taken into account.

covariance structure), with SNS affective experience as the
outcome variable and adaptive and maladaptive narcissism as the
level-1 predictors. This procedure estimates non-independence
within dyads as a covariance. To control for SNS activity and
self-esteem, we ran models with SNS activity and self-esteem as
additional level-1 predictors. Finally, we estimated the indirect
effect of adaptive narcissism on SNS affective experience via selfesteem, by using a Monte Carlo macro in SPSS (MCMED; Hayes,
2013).

Results
As in Study 1, we found no significant relationship between
overall narcissism and SNS affective experience (Table 4). As
participants were nested within twin pairs, we used HLM
to examine the unique predictive effects of adaptive and
maladaptive narcissism on SNS affect. The affective experience
on SNS was positively related to adaptive narcissism, while
negatively correlated with maladaptive narcissism (Table 5,
Model 1). Also similar to Study 1, suppression effects existed. The
negative correlation between maladaptive narcissism and SNS
affective experience was not evident in the zero-order correlation
(Table 4). That is, the negative direct effect of maladaptive
narcissism on SNS affect (Table 5, Model 1) and the positive
indirect effect of maladaptive narcissism on SNS affect via
adaptive narcissism canceled each other out.
Extending the reach of Study 1, we tested whether adaptive
and maladaptive narcissism could still predict SNS affective
experience when considering various SNS activities in
simultaneity. Indeed, when we included the measures of SNS
activity in the HLM (Table 5, Model 2), the correlations between
the two facets of narcissism and the SNS affective experience
remained the same. Moreover, none of the correlations between
any SNS activities and SNS affective experience was significant
(ps > 0.05).
Again like Study 1, self-esteem was related to both adaptive
narcissism and SNS affective experience (Table 4). To test the
indirect effect due to self-esteem, we entered self-esteem as
another predictor in the HLM. The correlation between adaptive
narcissism and SNS affective experience decreased, albeit still
significant (Table 5, Model 3). As a final step, we tested the
indirect effect of adaptive narcissism on SNS affective experience
via self-esteem and calculated a 95% confidence interval (CI) by

GENERAL DISCUSSION
To date, a large number of studies have demonstrated that
narcissistic people use SNS more frequently and extensively
than non-narcissistic people do. But few studies have examined
whether narcissists genuinely enjoy using SNS. The present
research suggested that the answer depends on the degree
of adaptiveness of a particular individual’s narcissism. That
is, narcissism as a whole does not predict the SNS affective
experience. Instead, its two facets, adaptive and maladaptive
narcissism, predict better and worse SNS affective experiences,
respectively.

Implications
The above findings have several implications. Emerging research
has shown that the affect accompanying SNS use is an important
part of a user’s online experience, which in turn may relate to
the individual’s psychological well-being offline (Wise et al., 2010;
Krasnova et al., 2013; Shi et al., 2018). Such affect experienced on
SNS may be predicated by an individual’s personality, i.e., the Big
Five factors (Shi et al., 2014). Beyond general personality traits,
our results, for the first time, revealed that narcissism could also
predict an individual’s feelings while visiting SNS. Specifically,
adaptive narcissism was associated with more positive affective
experiences, whereas maladaptive narcissism was correlated

TABLE 4 | Summary scores of and correlations among all measures in Study 2.
Measure

α

Meana

SD

1

2

3

4

(1) Narcissism

0.81

13.09

6.05

(2) Adaptive narcissism

0.62

4.80

2.47

0.79∗∗∗

(3) Maladaptive narcissism

0.67

5.79

3.09

0.87∗∗∗

0.49∗∗∗

(4) Self-esteem

0.78

3.17

0.43

0.32∗∗∗

0.37∗∗∗

0.14∗∗

0.00

0.18∗∗∗

0.04

0.07

0.01

(5) General use of SNS

0.60

3.45

1.39

0.12∗

(6) Social interaction on SNS

0.81

4.04

1.37

0.03

0.04
0.17∗∗

(7) Self-presentation on SNS

0.66

2.77

0.97

0.12∗

(8) SNS affective experience

0.80

5.08

0.77

0.09+

a For

−0.01

0.19∗∗
−0.04

5

6

7

0.38∗∗∗

−0.01
0.33∗∗∗

0.33∗∗∗

0.54∗∗∗

0.06

0.10+

0.01

measures of narcissism, the means stand for the average of the summed items; + p < 0.1; ∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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especially when they have high self-esteem. Meanwhile, the effect
of self-esteem on the SNS affective experience was no less, or even
larger, than the effects of adaptive and maladaptive narcissism.
This indicates that people of high self-esteem could enjoy visiting
SNS regardless of their narcissistic levels, which corresponds to
the role of self-esteem in predicting offline well-being (DeNeve
and Cooper, 1998; Baumeister et al., 2003). Taken together,
these implications echo “the-rich-get-richer” theory, which posits
that socially skilled people gain more social benefits from SNS
(Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2008). In our case, this notion could
be articulated as the-happy-get-happier. That is, people endorsing
a positive self-view, which indicates psychological well-being in
offline settings (Taylor and Brown, 1988), could gain a greater
emotional boost from SNS and hence become happier. This
effect applies to both adaptive narcissists and high-self-esteem
individuals, though their self-positivity differs in various ways
(Campbell et al., 2002; Brummelman et al., 2016). Our findings
expand on previous research that shows SNS activity could
increase (or decrease) users’ well-being (Toma and Hancock,
2013; Burke and Kraut, 2016), and highlight that the potential for
SNS to bring happiness depends not only on how they are used
but also on who use them.
In examining the relationship between narcissism and SNS,
the majority of past studies treated narcissism as a single
construct and produced inconsistent findings (Buffardi and
Campbell, 2008; Bergman et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2012;
Große Deters et al., 2014). Our finding of a null correlation
between overall narcissism and the SNS affective experience but
meaningful connections between different facets of narcissism
and the SNS affective experience suggests that the inconsistency
in the literature may be due to the fact that narcissism is
not a unified construct. In addition, the suppression effects
observed in the analyses not only justify the necessity of
differentiating between adaptive and maladaptive narcissism
but also highlight the importance of looking beyond mere
correlations to understand the relationship between narcissism
subcomponents and the SNS affective experience. Moreover, as
the present study concerns emotional adjustment, the adaptivemaladaptive differentiation makes better sense than other models
and components. The multidimensional nature of narcissism,
nevertheless, leaves open the possibility that we can explore the
relationship between various facets of narcissism and SNS usage
across diverse approaches, for example, distinguishing between
grandiose and vulnerable narcissism (Casale et al., 2016), or
covert and overt narcissism (Ljepava et al., 2013). To be sure,
the complexity of narcissism and SNS usage warrants more
studies.

TABLE 5 | Standardized coefficients (beta) of SNS affective experience regressed
on narcissism, self-esteem, and SNS feature usage (Study 2).
Predictor

β

p

Model 1
Adaptive narcissism
Maladaptive narcissism

0.23

0.000

−0.13

0.018

0.24

0.000

Model 2
Adaptive narcissism
Maladaptive narcissism

−0.14

0.011

0.06

0.267

Social interaction in SNS

0.10

0.070

Self-presentation in SNS

−0.05

0.375

0.13

0.017

General use in SNS

Model 3
Adaptive narcissism
Maladaptive narcissism

−0.13

0.014

0.05

0.361

Social interaction in SNS

0.10

0.063

Self-presentation in SNS

−0.04

0.464

0.28

0.000

General use in SNS

Self-esteem

HLM equations for the three models: Model 1: Level-1 equation,
Yij = β 0 + β 1 ∗ adaptive narcissism + β 2 ∗ maladaptive narcissism + rij ; Level-2
equation, β 0 = γ00 + u0j . Model 2: Level-1 equation, Yij = β 0 + β 1 ∗ adaptive
narcissism + β 2 ∗ maladaptive narcissism + β 3 ∗ general use + β 4 ∗ social
interaction + β 5 ∗ self-presentation + rij ; Level-2 equation, β 0 = γ00 + u0j . Model
3: Level-1 equation, Yij = β 0 + β 1 ∗ adaptive narcissism + β 2 ∗ maladaptive
narcissism + β 3 ∗ general use + β 4 ∗ social interaction + β 5 ∗ selfpresentation + β 6 ∗ self-esteem + rij ; Level-2 equation, β 0 = γ00 + u0j . We
use the equations of Model 1 as an example to explain the meaning of these
equations. An individual’s score (Yij ) is a function of (1) the grand mean, γ00 ;
(2) group j’s deviation from the grand mean (level-2 effect), u0j ; (3) fixed effects
by adaptive and maladaptive narcissism, β 1 and β 2 (level-1 effect); (4) plus an
individual i’s deviation from the group mean, rij (level-1 effect).

with more negative affective experiences. In other words,
adaptive narcissists would more likely enjoy using SNS, whereas
maladaptive narcissists may not. This finding is consistent with
and enhances previous observations of differential relationships
between the two facets of narcissism and emotional well-being
(Watson and Biderman, 1993; Brown et al., 2009; Ackerman
et al., 2011). Combined with existing findings, it is evident that
adaptive and maladaptive narcissism are relevant to emotional
well-being both online and offline. Given the potential link
between SNS affective experience and psychological well-being
offline (Krasnova et al., 2013; Shi et al., 2018), our results also
suggested that any SNS benefits to the psychological well-being
of narcissistic users may also depend on the adaptiveness of their
personality traits. Ongoing research is necessary to confirm this
supposition.
To understand the nuanced relationship between different
facets of narcissism and the SNS affective experience, we explored
the role of self-esteem in the link between SNS affective
experience and narcissism, especially for adaptive narcissism.
Indeed, we found that self-esteem partly accounted for the
positive relationship between adaptive narcissism and the SNS
affective experience. This finding corresponds with previous
reports that self-esteem can explain the connection between
narcissism and emotional well-being (Rose, 2002; Sedikides
et al., 2004). Our results imply that adaptively narcissistic SNS
users could experience more positive affect when surfing SNS,
Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

Limitations and Future Research
The present studies were limited in several ways. The first
limitation pertains to the cross-sectional design in our studies.
The correlational methodology cannot infer causation across
narcissism, self-esteem, and SNS affective experience. To examine
the possible causal relationship among them, future research
should employ an experimental or longitudinal paradigm.
Second, we assessed SNS affective experience on the basis of
retrospective self-reports, which might involve memory errors
or/and be influenced by a participant’s current mood. To rule
7

September 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 1739

Shi et al.

Narcissism and SNS

out these potential confounding factors, future studies would
benefit from more objective and sophisticated measures, for
instance, objective SNS page coding (Buffardi and Campbell,
2008). Third, in assessing SNS activities, we assessed general
engagement with SNS, which combines SNS activities involving
different communication types (e.g., active vs. passive) and
targeting different audiences (e.g., close friends vs. acquaintances;
Kraut and Burke, 2015). Diverse SNS activities have differential
impact on well-being (Toma and Hancock, 2013; Burke and
Kraut, 2016). Mixing divergent activities may hinder detecting
the main effects of SNS activities on affective outcomes and
examining the interactions between SNS activities and narcissistic
personality traits. Thus, differentiating SNS activities according to
communication types and audience would help to reveal a more
nuanced reading of narcissists’ emotions that result from SNS
use. For example, people high in adaptive narcissism might feel
good when engaging in active activities, whereas people high in
maladaptive narcissism would not, and both groups might feel
less happy during passive activities.
Another limitation concerns the measures of adaptive and
maladaptive narcissism. Although adaptive and maladaptive
narcissism are distinct from each other in many ways, the scores
of their measures revealed a medium correlation in both studies.
This partial overlap is rooted in current conceptualizations
and operationalizations of adaptive and maladaptive narcissism,
which are based almost exclusively on reformulations of the NPI
(Cai and Luo, 2018). This issue, however, is beyond the scope of
the present research. Future replications are needed when new
measures for these two facets of narcissism are developed. Finally,
the present studies only examined narcissism in the context
of predicting SNS affective experience. Some other personality
traits, such as psychopathic factors (e.g., depression, anxiety, and
loneliness), are associated with both narcissism (e.g., Tritt et al.,
2010; Clarke et al., 2015) and SNS use (e.g., Ceyhan and Ceyhan,
2008; Koc and Gulyagci, 2013; Kross et al., 2013). They might also
serve as predictors of online affective experience.

research augments extant literature by demonstrating the role of
adaptive and maladaptive narcissism in predicting emotions that
individuals can experience while using SNS.

CONCLUSION

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Social networking sites are becoming indispensable to billions
of people. Hence, it is crucial to ascertain whether and how
they can benefit people’s psychological well-being. The current

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found
online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.
2018.01739/full#supplementary-material
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