DOI: 10.14744/DAJPNS.2020.00107
Dusunen Adam The Journal of Psychiatry and
Neurological Sciences 2020;33:388-401

RESEARCH ARTICLE

The assessment of the relationship between
narcissism, perceived parental rearing styles, and
defense mechanisms
Ahmet Hamdi Imamoglu1 , Aysegul Durak Batigun2
University of Health Sciences, Institute of Health Sciences, Department of Psychology, Istanbul - Turkey
Ankara University, Faculty of Languages History and Geography, Department of Psychology, Ankara - Turkey

1
2

ABSTRACT
Objective: The aim of the study was to determine the relationships between grandiose and vulnerable narcissism, perceived
parental rearing styles and defense mechanisms. Besides, it was investigated how grandiose narcissism and vulnerable
narcissism scores differ in terms of demographic variables such as gender and age.
Method: The study was carried out with 508 participants between the ages of 18-65 determined by the appropriate sampling
method. 271 of the participants were female (53.3%), 237 of them were male (46.7%). The data were collected through a battery
including Demographic Information Form, Pathological Narcissism Inventory, Narcissistic Personality Inventory-16, Abbreviated
Perceived Parental Attitudes Scale-Child Form, Defense Style Questionnaire-40, and Splitting Scale.
Results: Statistical analyses revealed that while there was no significant difference in vulnerable narcissism scores between
male and female participants, male participants had significantly higher scores in grandiose narcissism. The findings indicate a
decrease in both vulnerable and grandiose narcissism as the age of the participants increase. The regression analyses showed
that grandiose narcissism scores were predicted by the paternal rejection and the maternal emotional warmth as perceived
parental attitudes, and by the immature defense style, splitting defense mechanism, and neurotic defense style as defense
styles; vulnerable narcissism scores were predicted by the paternal rejection, maternal overprotection, splitting defense, and all
forms of defense.
Conclusion: Findings that narcissistic personality may be correlated with some inadequate parental attitudes and more
frequent use of defense mechanisms were discussed within the framework of this topic. In addition, the results were elaborated
regarding the theoretical framework of narcissism, and how it can be used in clinical practice with narcissistic individuals.
Keywords: Defense mechanisms, grandiose narcissism, perceived parental rearing styles, splitting defense mechanism,
vulnerable narcissism

INTRODUCTION
The concept of narcissism expresses the exaggerated
love that one directs at oneself and his indifference

towards others. Narcissism, which is referred to in the
literature with its unique forms of relating and
defending, has been frequently examined by theorists
particularly from the psychoanalytic tradition since the
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beginning of the last century and has become one of the
popular terms of our time (1). While some individuals
with narcissistic personalities exhibit typical narcissistic
traits such as arrogance, dominance and grandiosity; it
is stated that some of them have an implicit narcissistic
nature concealed by characteristics such as shyness and
humility (2). Due to its complex structure, narcissism
has been classified in different ways by many theorists
and evaluated as a multidimensional structure (3). Cain
et al. (4) determined that these dimensions generally
reflect two themes: grandiose and vulnerable. This
distinction has also been supported by various studies
(5,6) and has been widely accepted in the narcissism
literature (7). Grandiose narcissism is basically
characterized by exploiting, low empathy, jealousy,
aggression and pretentiousness (3). It has been reported
that individuals with grandiose narcissistic
characteristics have an intense desire to maintain their
positive self-perception and feel the need to gain the
admiration of others (8). According to Gabbard (9),
individuals with such a personality structure have a low
awareness of what kind of effect they have on others and
are insensitive to the needs of others. These individuals
also tend to have rude and arrogant attitudes in their
interpersonal relationships (10).
Vulnerable narcissism, on the other hand, includes
personality patterns that are often regarded as the
opposites of grandiose narcissistic traits. However, it is
thought that these two sub-dimensions of narcissism do
not completely exclude each other and that many
narcissistic individuals can exhibit the characteristics of
both types together (11). Individuals with vulnerable
narcissistic traits are hyper-sensitive to the reactions of
others, avoiding being the center of attention, and are
shy (9). However, it has been stated that they have
grandiose fantasies that are not clearly displayed under
their humble and shy images (12). Also, over-idealizing
others (13); embarrassment for grandiose desires (9);
excessive critical attitudes towards the self (14),
dysphoric affection and pessimism have also been
associated with vulnerable narcissism (12).
Studies show that the attitudes adopted by parents in
their interactions with their children play an important
role in the development of the child’s personality and
psychopathologies (15). Regarding the effects of
parental attitudes on the development of narcissistic
personality structure, views emphasizing excessively
tolerant, extremely intrusive or cold/strict parenting
styles come to the fore. (16). For example, according to
Kernberg (17), one of the important factors underlying
pathological narcissism is that it superficially displays
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functional parental behaviors; but more fundamentally
it is the parent (usually mother) figure with an
indifferent, cold, or implicitly aggressive attitudes.
Young et al. (18) listed childhood experiences
accompanying narcissistic personality development
within a schematic model as loneliness, inadequate
boundaries, being used or directed, and conditional
approval. According to this approach, narcissistic
individuals did not acquire any true love, empathy and
closeness in their childhood. In a study conducted by
Cramer (19), vulnerable narcissism was positive with
the authoritarian parenting style of the mother; it was
found to be negatively correlated with maternal attitudes
perceived as sensitive and permissive. However,
grandiose narcissism is positive with the father’s
authoritarian parenting style and it was concluded that
there was a negative relationship with the father’s
perceived sensitive and tolerant attitudes.
Defense mechanisms are also one of the variables
whose relationship with narcissism is often discussed.
These mechanisms generally serve to keep affections
within the limits of which the individual can cope with,
to restore the psychological balance disturbed by the
increase in impulses, and to deal with life events that
create sudden and drastic changes in self-design, and
conflicts with other important people (20). However, it
has been indicated that strict, inappropriate and
excessive use of defense mechanisms are associated with
various psychopathologies and interpersonal problems
(21,22). Studies examining the relationship between
narcissism and defense mechanisms highlighted the
relationship between narcissism and immature defenses.
It has been suggested that these individuals mostly use
defense mechanisms of splitting, avoidance, denial,
outpacing, commitment, projection, and projective
identification (23). One of them, the splitting defense
mechanism has a distinct feature in its relationship to
narcissism. It is stated that narcissistic individuals often
use the defense of splitting (17,23-25). The splitting
defense mechanism refers to the separation of opposing
affections and positive and negative representations of
the self and others, and it is seen as the basic defense
mechanism of infancy when the ego still lacks the
capacity to integrate good and bad (26). In this period,
the baby wants to separate the good self and object
designs that are formed as a result of satisfying
experiences from the bad self and object designs
determined by frustration and aggressive impulses.
Thus, the splitting functions as a defense against the
anxiety created by ambivalent effects (27). It is accepted
that as a result of normal functioning developmental
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processes, the splitting defense mechanism is replaced by
the defense of suppression, and the effect of splitting
decreases in adulthood. However, as a result of a
development process in which self and object
representations cannot be integrated, contradictory
representations continue to be actively separated from
each other (17). This leads to sudden transitions from
emotional situations in which the outside world and the
self are perceived completely well to emotional situations
in which they are perceived as completely bad (26).
Researchers draw attention to the function of some
defense mechanisms closely related to personality
disorders such as splitting, in coping with negative
affections that occur as a result of inappropriate parental
attitudes in childhood (17,25). Research findings on the
subject are generally based on a limited number of
longitudinal studies (28) and studies measuring
perceived parental attitudes within an adult sample (29).
For example, in a study with children and adolescents,
perceived maternal acceptance was positive with mature
defense; perceived maternal and paternal acceptance
was negatively associated with the immature form of
defense (30).
Considering all these, it is noteworthy that the
studies examining the relationship between narcissism
and perceived parental attitudes in our country are
limited to some thesis and do not focus on the
relationship of narcissism and splitting defense and
forms of defenses. In most of the studies conducted
abroad, it was observed that the perceived parental
attitudes were not assessed separately for the mother
and father, and the dimension of grandiosity was
emphasized in analyzing the relationship between
defense mechanisms and narcissism. Therefore, the
objective of this study is to determine the relationship
between grandiose and vulnerable narcissistic traits and
perceived parental attitudes and defense mechanisms.
In addition, determining how grandiose narcissism and
vulnerable narcissism scores differ in terms of
demographic variables such as gender and age is the
secondary aim of the study.

METHOD
Sample
The sample of the study was reached using the
convenience sampling method, who reside in Ankara and
Istanbul provinces. Considering the features and
conditions such as the purpose of the study, research
opportunities, the number of independent variables, and
sample selection technique, it was concluded that a

sample of approximately 500 people would be sufficient.
As a result, 508 participants between the ages of 18-65
(Mean=31.17, standard deviation [SD]=11.37)
constituted the sample group. 271 of the participants
were female (53.3%) and 237 were male (46.7%). 3.4%
were primary school graduates, 9.4% were high school
graduates and 29.3% were university students whereas
57.7% were university and above graduates. 62% of the
sample was single and 35.6% were married. Information
on the monthly income levels of the participants was also
received. Accordingly, 23% was below 1500 TL, 17.1%
between 1500 TL-2499 TL, 17.1% between 2500 TL- 3499
TL, 24% between 3500 TL-5000 TL, while 17.1% of them
reported that they had an income of over 5000 TL.
Measures
Demographic Information Form: It is a form prepared
by the researcher to get responses from the participants
regarding their basic demographic information (gender,
age, education level, income level, family structure,
whether the mother and father are alive, marital status,
where they live most, and whether there has been a
psychiatric diagnosis in the last six months).
Pathological Narcissism Inventory (PNI): It is a
6-point Likert-type self-report scale scored (0=not like
me, 5=very similar to me) developed by Pincus et al.
(31). It was adapted to Turkish was conducted by
Buyukgungor (32). In this study, the number of items
was reduced to 40 by removing 12 items in the original
scale due to item correlations and factor loadings. As a
result of the analysis, a seven-factor structure was
obtained: Contingent Self-Esteem, Denial of the
Dependency, Grandiose Fantasy, Exploitativeness,
Entitlement Rage, Self-Sacrificing, Self-enhancement.
In the Turkish version of the PNI, it was observed that 6
subscales, excluding Exploitativeness, were clustered in
the Narcissistic Vulnerability dimension and this
dimension explained 45.27% of the variance. It was
reported that the Narcissistic Grandiosity dimension,
which consists only of the Exploitativeness subscale,
explained 15.21% of the variance. The Cronbach alpha
reliability coefficient obtained for the total score of the
scale was calculated as 0.91; in the subscales, this value
was determined to range from 0.23 to 0.63. Since all
subscales except Exploitativeness are included in the
vulnerable narcissism dimension, the Turkish version of
the PNI was evaluated mainly as a tool to measure the
vulnerable appearance of narcissism (32). In the present
study, the Narcissistic Vulnerability related dimensions
of the scale were used and the Cronbach alpha reliability
coefficient was determined as 0.94.
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Narcissistic Personality Inventory-16 (NPI-16): It
is a self-report scale developed by Raskin and Hall (33)
according to the narcissistic personality disorder criteria
in DSM-III. Ames et al. (34) formed the 16-item form of
the NPI and each of these forms has two statements.
One of them indicates a narcissistic trait. Participants
are asked to read these pairs of items and mark the
statement they think reflects them. The adaptation to
Turkish study was carried out by Atay (35), and Gungor
and Selcuk (36) revised and rearranged some of its
statements. The Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency
coefficient of the scale was calculated as 0.75 and 0.74. It
is accepted that the grandeur narcissistic traits of the
participants increase as the scores obtained from the
scale whose total score can range from 0 and 16 increase.
In the present study, the Cronbach alpha reliability
coefficient for NPI-16 was calculated as 0.71.
Defense Styles Questionnaire-40 (DSQ-40): It is a
self-report scale consisting of 40 items organized by
Andrews et al. (37). The items are scored in Likert type
between 1 (not suitable for me at all) to 9 (very suitable
for me). The adaptation study of the scale was carried
out by Yılmaz et al. (38). As a result of the study, three
dimensions; mature, neurotic, and immature defense
were obtained and the Cronbach alpha internal
consistency coefficients for these dimensions were
calculated as 0.70, 0.61 and 0.83, respectively. The
increase in the scores obtained from the scale indicates
the increase in the use of the defense style to which the
relevant defense mechanism belongs. In this study,
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for mature,
neurotic and immature defense style subscales were
calculated as 0.63, 0.59 and 0.79, respectively.
Perceived Parenting Attitudes in Childhood- Short
EMBU-Children Form (S-EMBU-C): It is a 23-item
scale developed by Arrindell et al. (39) to assess the
perceived parental attitudes of adult individuals regarding
their childhood. On the scale, participants evaluate the
parental attitudes they perceive during childhood
separately for both their mothers and fathers. This
assessment is scored 1-4 Likert-type items in three
dimensions: overprotection, rejection, and emotional
warmth. The Turkish adaptation study of the scale was
carried out by Dirik et al. (40). In this study, the
Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency values in the
maternal subscales were 0.71, 0.68 and 0.65 for
overprotection, rejection and emotional warmth,
respectively while it was 0.50, 0.72 and 0.73 for paternal
overprotection, rejection and emotional warmth,
respectively. High scores from subscales indicate an
increase in perceived parenting attitudes for that subscale.
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In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability
coefficients were calculated as 0.80, 0.83 and 0.80,
respectively for the dimensions of the S-EMBU-C of
perceived emotional warmth, rejection and
overprotection regarding the mother. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficients for the dimensions of perceived
p ater na l emot iona l war mt h, rej e c t ion and
overprotection were found to be 0.82, 0.84 and 0.80,
respectively.
Splitting Scale (SS): It is a 7-point Likert-type scale
with 14 items developed by Gerson (41) to assess the
splitting defense mechanism in individuals. The scores
obtained from the scale range from 14 to 98, and higher
scores indicate more frequent use of splitting the defense
mechanism. The Turkish adaptation study of the scale
was carried out by Alkan (42), and the Cronbach alpha
interior consistency coefficient was calculated as 0.70.
The test-retest and Guttman two-half test reliability
coefficients were reported as 0.85 and 0.78, respectively.
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient in this study was
calculated as 0.73.
Procedure
First, approval was obtained from the Ankara University
Ethics Committee (Approval no: 17/280 73921) and the
above-mentioned measurement tools were converted
into a battery. Before the study, participants were asked
to sign the informed consent form by providing written
and oral information about the scope and the ethical
framework of the study. The application was made on
an individual basis and lasted about 20-25 min.
Participants with end values and the missing data above
acceptable levels (more than 10% of the number of
items in the scale) were excluded from the data set to
make the data obtained ready for the analysis. Statistical
analyses were performed with the SPSS-21 program in
line with the research questions, after assigning new
values with an acceptable level to replace the missing
data with the mean assignment method. In order to
minimize the sequence effect, other scales were included
in the battery in a different order, with the informed
consent form and demographic information form
appeared at the beginning.

RESULTS
Analyzes on the Gender Variable
T-test analysis was conducted for independent groups
to determine whether the dependent variable scores of
the study, grandiose narcissism and vulnerable
narcissism, differed according to gender. As a result of

0.73
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001

12.27
9.71

0.63
0.59

9.81
23.01

0.79
0.84

3.84
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0.83
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5.43
5.59

0.80
0.82

4.76
4.42

0.80
0.71

3.08
0.86

0.94
-

11.37
Standard deviation

Cronbach alfa

38.39
91.29
9.98
10.20
19.07
20.79
18.76
20.18
5.01
2.37
31.17
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13. Splitting Defense Mechanism

12. Mature Defense Style

11. Neurotic Defense Style

10. Immature Defense Style

9. Perceived Paternal Rejection

8. Perceived Maternal Rejection

7. Perceived Paternal Overprotection

6. Perceived Maternal Overprotection

5. Perceived Paternal Emotional Warmth

4. Perceived Maternal Emotional Warmth

3. Grandiose Narcissism

2. Vulnerable Narcissism

53.73
44.21

-

-0.01
-

0.33***
0.25***
-

0.27***

0.56***
0.25***

-0.06
0.12**

0.41***
-

0.31***
-

0.25***
-0.06
0.05
0.25***
0.68***
-

0.29***

0.27***
-0.10*

-0.10*
0.14**

0.05
0.20***

0.24***
0.53***

0.42***
0.50***

0.38***
-

0.74***
-

-0.18***
0.17***
0.06
-0.38*** -0.44*** -0.18***
-0.08
-0.17***
-

-0.15***
0.21***
0.07
-0.49*** -0.33*** -0.15***
-0.12**
-0.12**
0.70***
-

0.23***

0.67***
-0.02

0.10*
0.03

0.34***
0.54***

0.28***
0.14**

0.29***
0.26***

0.08
0.06

0.29***
0.30***

0.09*
-0.01

-0.12**
-0.07

0.07
-

0.34***
-

-0.05
0.03
-0.16***
-0.06
-0.05
-0.08
-0.09*
-0.04
-0.05
-0.23*** -0.15***
1. Age

12
11
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
Table 1: Correlation coefficients between variables

Association Between Variables (Correlation
Analysis)
Pearson Product-Moment Correlation
Coefficients were calculated to determine the
association between all variables considered in
the study. Statistically, values of 0.05 and below
(p<0.05) were considered significant. In this
and the following statistical analyzes, two
items related to splitting defense under the
immature defense style subscale of the Defense
Styles Questionnaire were excluded, and the
splitting defense mechanism was included in
the analysis as a variable measured only by the
Splitting Scale.
As a result of the correlation analysis, it
was observed that there were negative and
significant associations between the age
variable and grandiose narcissism scores and
vulnerable narcissism scores. In addition,
grandiose narcissism scores show a significant
relationship with the perceived maternal
overprotection and perceived paternal
re j e c t i on . Howe ve r, t he c or rel at i on
coefficients between grandiose narcissism
scores and other perceived parental attitudes
were found to be not significant. However,
vulnerable narcissism showed significant
associations with all perceived parental
attitudes, except for the perceived maternal
emotional warmth.
The grandiose narcissism variable was
found to be significantly associated with
immature defense style, mature defense style
and splitting defense mechanism; while the
vulnerable narcissism variable was found to be
associated with immature defense style,
neurotic defense style, and splitting defense
mechanism. However, no significant
correlation was found between grandiose
narcissism and neurotic defense style, and
between vulnerable narcissism and mature
defense style. The results are shown in Table 1.
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the analysis, no significant difference was
observed in terms of vulnerable narcissism
scores (Male: Mean=2.39, SD=0.81) (Female:
Mean=2.35, SD=0.90), (t=0.40, p>0.05] while
men’s grandiose narcissism scores (Mean=5.46,
SD=3.14) was found to be significantly higher
(t=3.11, p<0.001) than women (Mean=4.62,
SD=2.99).

-0.17***
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Regression Analysis
In this part of the study, two separate-stages of linear
regression analysis were conducted to determine the
variables that predicted the grandiose narcissism and
vulnerable narcissism scores of the participants. In both
regression analyzes; demographic variables (age, gender,
income level) in the first stage, perceived parental
attitudes (emotional warmth, rejection, overprotection)
in the second stage; defense styles (immature, neurotic,
mature) and splitting defense mechanism in the final
stage were included in the equation.
In the first regression analysis in which grandiose
narcissism was considered as the dependent variable
(Table 2), the first predictor variable was age and
explained 2% of the variance (F=11.05, p<0.001). It was
observed that the gender variable included in the
equation in the same step increased the explained
variance to 4% (F=11.11, p<0.001). Among the
perceived parental attitudes included in the second
stage in the analysis, the perceived paternal rejection
increased the explained variance to 5% (F=10.60,
p<0.001), while the perceived maternal emotional
warmth to 6% (F=9.56, p<0.001). In the final step,
defense styles and splitting defense were included in the
analysis. Among these variables, the variance explained
by the immature defense style reached 11% (F=13.98,
p<0.001). While 12% of the variance (F=12.69, p<0.001)
was explained by the addition of the splitting defense
mechanism, it was observed that the total variance
explained by the neurotic defense style increased to 13%
(F=12.04, p<0.001). Examining the beta values, it was
observed that the strongest predictor was the immature
defense style (β=0.22) followed by the perceived
maternal emotional warmth (β=0.16).
In the second regression analysis in which vulnerable
narcissism was considered as the dependent variable
(Table 3), only age was found to have a significant
predictive effect among the demographic variables
included in the first step and explained 5% of the
variance (F=27.68, p<0.001). In the second step, the
explained variance increased to 13% (F=37.10, p<0.001)
by the inclusion of the perceived paternal rejection from
the parental attitudes in the analysis. The perceived
maternal overprotection increased the explained
variance to 16% (F=31.97, p<0.001). In the final step of
the regression analysis, the splitting defense mechanism
and defense styles were involved. At this step, the
splitting defense mechanism increased the explained
variance to 48% (F=115.11, p<0.001). It was then
observed that the explained variance was 50 %
(F=102.78, p<0.001) by the inclusion of the immature
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defense style to the model. With the contribution of the
neurotic defense style, this rate reached 51% (F=88.68,
p<0.001). Finally, it was determined that the predictive
effect of mature defense style was significant and the
total explained variance increased to 52% (F=78.07,
p<0.001) with this variable. When the beta values were
examined, it was observed that the strongest predictor
was the splitting defense mechanism (β=0.46) followed
by the immature defense style (β=0.16).

DISCUSSION
In the study, it was first examined whether the grandiose
narcissism and vulnerable narcissism scores differ by
gender and age. According to the findings, while the
vulnerable narcissism scores of the participants showed
no significant difference in terms of gender variable, the
grandiose narcissism scores of the men were observed
to be significantly higher than those of women.
Reviewing the literature, some studies show no gender
difference (43,44) while in some studies, men’s scores of
grandiose narcissism are significantly higher than those
of women, similar to the findings in this study (45-48).
There are several explanations as to why grandiose
narcissism is more common among men. For example,
Wardetzki (49) asserted that although men and women
basically have the same narcissistic disorder; the genderrelated social norms are shaping how this narcissistic
nature is expressed. According to him, while the
narcissistic personality of women tends to be concealed
more harmoniously within the cultural structure, the
narcissistic personality of the men is formed to be
expressed more grandiose and omnipotent way by the
cultural structure. According to Morf and Rhodewalt
(50), since some characteristics such as exploitativeness,
dominance and grandiosity are regarded as socially
more acceptable to men, women meet their narcissistic
needs more implicitly and indirectly per their gender
roles. In addition to these approaches; it has been
suggested that men might have acquired these
characteristics more than women in the evolutionary
process due to the advantages of grandiose narcissistic
traits such as leadership, aggression and competitiveness
in terms of continuity of species and biology (51). For
all these possible reasons, more stereotypic narcissistic
traits, such as grandiose narcissistic personality features,
may be more common in men.
In this study, age was considered as a variable besides
gender. As a result of the correlation and regression
analyzes, it was observed that as the age of the
individuals increased, their grandiose and vulnerable
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Perceived Maternal Emotional Warmth

0.156

0.041
2.047
0.037
0.076
Perceived Paternal Rejection

0.095

0.001

0.085
Step 7

3.203

1.728
-0.075

0.842

0.012
-0.020
Age

Gender

Beta
Standard error
B

0.136

p
t
Standardized
coefficients
Non-standardized
coefficients
Model

Table 2: Cont.

0.263

R

0.382

R2

0.146

0.134

Adapted R2

0.013

R2 change
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narcissistic scores decreased. The findings both in our
country (43) and abroad (47,52,53) suggest that
narcissistic characteristics are reported less as the age
gets older. Besides the period-specific developmental
factors; it may be a result of differences between
generations. As Ronningstam (10) stated, developmental
difficulties specific to the transition period from
adolescence to adulthood may cause narcissistic
disorders to be seen more frequently in these
individuals. Some studies were also reported that
narcissism has been increasing among younger
generations in western cultures (54,55). In parallel with
this increase, emphasis on individualism and
egocentrism in many cultural elements such as
advertisements, magazines and songs; there has also
been an increase in the use of the ‘I’ pronoun (56,57).
Therefore, it can be argued that there is a possible
increase in the symptoms of the narcissistic personality
or at least the fact that these features can be expressed
more clearly among the young generations with this
intergenerational difference, which indicates the
increasing trend of individualism in Turkish culture.
Examining the regression analysis, it is observed
that the grandiose narcissism scores of the individuals
increase as the perceived maternal emotional warmth
and the perceived paternal rejection increases. When
the literature on the subject is examined, some studies
reveal that perceived parenting attitudes (such as
maternal emotional warmth and paternal rejection),
which can be considered at the opposite poles, may
predict grandiose narcissism, similar to the current
study. For example, Otway and Vignoles (58) found
that perception towards both over-valuing and
rejecting attitudes of the parents was associated with
grandiose narcissism, and evaluated this situation as
the fact that the overvalued attitudes may contain
implicitly rejecting messages. Similarly, Huxley and
Bizumic (59) found that parental attitudes, perceived
as high-level rejecting and low-level cold, predicted
grandiose narcissism. However, it should be kept in
mind that most of the studies in the literature do not
evaluate perceived parental attitudes towards mother
and father separately. It seems that the development of
grandiose narcissistic traits may be influenced by
different, and sometimes even opposite attitudes of the
mother and father.
When the defense mechanisms predicting
grandiose narcissism are examined, it is observed that
the immature and neurotic defense styles and splitting
defense mechanism are significant predictors.
Moreover, it is remarkable that the immature defense

0.062

0.044
0.031

Perceived Maternal Overprotection

0.019
0.015
0.043

Perceived Paternal Rejection

Perceived Maternal Overprotection

Splitting Defense Mechanism

0.011
0.015
0.035
0.008

Perceived Paternal Rejection

Perceived Maternal Overprotection

Splitting Defense Mechanism

Immature Defense Style≠

0.003

0.017
0.034
0.006
0.009

Perceived Maternal Overprotection

Splitting Defense Mechanism

Immature Defense Style≠

≠ Two items on the splitting defense were not included

Neurotic Defense Style

0.002

0.011

Perceived Paternal Rejection
0.003

0.005

0.008

-0.008

0.002

0.001

0.003

0.005

0.008

0.002

0.002

0.006

0.008

0.002

0.007

0.010

0.003

0.009

0.003

0.003

Age

Step 6

-0.007

Age

Step 5

-0.008

Age

Step 4

-0.015

Age

Perceived Paternal Rejection

Step 3

-0.016

Age

-0.017

Standard error

0.107

0.172

0.476

0.107

0.048

-0.107

0.208

0.496

0.100

0.049

-0.094

0.603

0.098

0.086

-0.106

0.198

0.197

-0.198

0.278

-0.212

-0.229

Beta

coefficients

coefficients
B

Standardized

Non-standardized

Perceived Paternal Rejection

Step 2

Age

Step 1

Model

Table 3: Variables Predicting Vulnerable Narcissism Scores (Linear regression analysis)

3.069

4.255

12.127

3.065

1.352

3.332

5.307

12.709

2.855

1.355

2.939

17.482

2.708

2.371

3.253

4.363

4.367

4.801

6.642

5.050

5.261

t

0.002

<0.001

<0.001

0.002

0.177

0.001

<0.001

<0.001

0.004

0.176

0.003

<0.001

0.007

0.018

0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

p

0.720

0.714

0.694

0.403

0.360

0.229

R

0.519

0.510

0.482

0.162

0.130

0.053

R2

0.513

0.505

0.478

0.157

0.126

0.051

R
2

Adapted

0.009

0.028

0.320

0.032

0.077

0.053

change

R2
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0.520

0.007

change

0.526

R

2

≠ Two items on the splitting defense were not included

<0.001

0.006
2.734

3.554
0.126

-0.092
Mature Defense Style

0.003

0.011

-0.008

Neurotic Defense Style

0.003

<0.001
4.857
0.203
0.008
Immature Defense Style≠

0.002

<0.001

0.004
2.858

11.462
0.456

0.099

0.032
Splitting Defense Mechanism

0.003

0.015
Perceived Maternal Overprotection

0.005

0.276
1.09
0.039
0.009
Perceived Paternal Rejection

0.002
-0.009
Age

0.008

-0.113

Beta
Standard error

coefficients
coefficients

B
Step 7

Standardized
Non-standardized
Model

Table 3: Cont.

t

3.52

p

<0.001

R

0.725

R2

Adapted

R2
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style is the strongest variable (β=0.22) predicting
grandiose narcissism. There are several studies in the
literature revealing the association of narcissistic
personality traits with immature defense mechanisms
such as projection, denial, rationalization, projective
identification, and devaluation (60-64). Similarly,
findings are supporting the relationship between the
splitting defense mechanism and narcissism (65,66).
Most of the narcissistic individuals tend to deny their
weaknesses, glorify their self, and devalue stimuli that
pose a threat to their self-worth (5); therefore, it is
possible to assess all of these processes as defense
mechanisms used to regulate self-esteem, which is
highly affected by interpersonal relationships. On the
other hand, as this study shows, there is no evidence in
the literature that less use of neurotic defenses
contributes to grandiose narcissistic traits. This
finding may be due to the characteristics of the
Defense Styles Questionnaire used. That is, in the
neurotic defense style dimension of the test, the
defenses of pseudo-altruism, undoing, idealization,
and adverse reaction formation were measured. One of
these defense mechanisms, idealization is generally
associated with vulnerable narcissistic characteristics
(23). In addition, the fact that neurotic defense
mechanisms are generally aimed at resolving internal
conflicts rather than problems in interpersonal
relationships (67) may have led to this result.
When the regression analysis of vulnerable
narcissism is examined, it is observed that the variables
of perceived parental attitudes, paternal rejection and
maternal overprotection, are significant predictors.
When examined in the literature, it is possible to come
across studies revealing vulnerable narcissism is
associated with parents’ perceived overprotective and
rejecting attitudes or similar dimensions (46,58,59).
Evaluating the contribution of the maternal
overprotection to vulnerable narcissistic traits from a
theoretical point of view, Kohut’s approach comes to the
fore. Kohut (24) considered one of the important factors
in the development of the narcissistic personality
structure as the lack of “optimal frustration” experiences.
These non-traumatic experiences, such as minor
disappointments, blockings, or empathic inadequacies
of the mother at an acceptable level, play an important
role in harmonizing the illusion of omnipotence in the
child with reality. However, since the mother’s
overprotective attitudes may mean that the child is
deprived of the occasions to experience these
frustrations, it seems possible that feelings of grandiosity
are indirectly transferred into adulthood, as in
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vulnerable narcissistic individuals. However, according
to the findings of this study, perceiving the father as
more rejecting also contributes to the vulnerable
narcissistic traits. As mentioned before, in the findings
about grandiose narcissism, exposure to rejecting
attitudes is a condition that some theorists often
highlighted in the developmental processes of
narcissistic individuals.
According to the findings, the overuse of immature
and neurotic defense styles along with the splitting
defense; and low use of mature defense style predicts
vulnerable narcissistic traits. Although it has been
reported in the literature that individuals with
vulnerable narcissistic characteristics use defensive
strategies in their interpersonal relationships (68),
there is no study revealing specifically the relationship
between vulnerable narcissism and defense
mechanisms. However, as seen in the studies edited by
Perry et al. (69), narcissistic personality traits are
associated with the use of many immature defense
mechanisms, including splitting. This relationship, as
stated before, is also compatible with various
perspectives that narcissistic individuals generally
resort to other immature defense mechanisms,
particularly the splitting defense (23,26). The splitting
defense mechanism (β=0.46), which appears to be the
strongest predictor of vulnerable narcissism in this
study, functions to distinguish the opposing affections
of grandiosity/superiority and insufficiency/
inferiority from each other in narcissistic individuals
(70). However, Masterson (23) stated that unlike
grandiose narcissism, emotional investments focus on
the idealized object in the split intrapsychic structures
of individuals with vulnerable narcissistic
characteristics; in other words, they felt valued
through the relationships they established with
idealized important people by suppressing their
grandiose feelings. As a matter of fact, it is mentioned
in this study that these individuals often resort to the
idealization defense under the neurotic defense style
(13). On the other hand, the findings of this study
reveal that less use of mature defense mechanisms also
contributes to vulnerable narcissistic characteristics.
In other words, the overall findings indicate that
individuals with vulnerable narcissistic characteristics
are more likely to use lower-level defense mechanisms
while resorting less to mature defense mechanisms.
Therefore, it can be asserted that the defense
mechanisms used by these individuals in reporting
more psychological problems (71) and difficulty in
regulating emotions (43) may play a role.

It is often emphasized by clinicians from both the
psychoanalytic and the cognitive therapy traditions that
clinical practices with narcissistic individuals are a
challenging process (72). In this study, some findings
were obtained that may play an important role in
clinical practices with individuals having narcissistic
personality disorder symptoms or who experience
intense narcissistic vulnerability or narcissistic
grandiosity. First of all, it has once again revealed that
the distinction (4) between the grandiose and vulnerable
narcissistic traits should not be overlooked by the
therapist in clinical practice in line with the views of
recent studies and theorists. As seen in this study, the
vulnerable and grandiose narcissistic traits share some
commonalities as well as some differences in terms of
perceived parental attitudes and defense mechanisms.
In this regard, it seems important to consider that
vulnerable narcissistic traits (73), particularly those
confused with borderline personality disorder
symptoms, may have a hidden appearance behind the
defense mechanisms of narcissism.
According to the findings of this study, both
grandiose and vulnerable narcissism shows significant
associations with some perceived parental attitudes
related to mother and father, the splitting defense
mechanism, and some defense styles. Therefore, in the
therapeutic process, it is thought that evaluating the
relationships of narcissistic individuals with their
parents separately for the mother and father, interpreting
these relationships within the framework of the
transference reactions in therapy and the ways of
establishing relationships with other people, and
focusing on the affection and cognitive processes that
arise in this context may play an important role in the
clinical practice process. On the other hand, it can be
thought that focusing on other immature defense
mechanisms used by these individuals, especially the
splitting defense mechanism, in order to keep affections
and cognitions away from conscious awareness may
contribute to clinical applications. In addition, based on
the relationship between adequate and appropriate
parenting styles and more mature defense mechanisms,
it is thought that education, counseling and therapy
services for parents may also have a protective function
for narcissistic disorders in terms of their contribution
to children’s developmental processes.
The study has some limitations. The most important
of these is that the measurement tools applied consist of
self-report style scales. In self-report scales, the degree
to which answers reflect reality is limited by the
perception of the participants. Many factors, such as the
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desire to display oneself better or worse, cognitive
distortions, the individual’s mood and defensive
attitudes can influence the responses of the participants.
It is possible to say that the measurement tools in this
study are also open to such an effect in terms of the
measured variables. Another factor that may affect
participants’ responses is thought to be the scale battery,
which contains too many items to cause boredom and
fatigue.
Another point that can be considered among the
limitations of the study is related to the demographic
characteristics of the sample. For example, it is observed
that the participants are predominantly middle-class
income level and higher education level. Therefore,
these factors should be taken into account in the
interpretation of the research findings.
Another limitation of the study arises from the
problems experienced in conceptualizing and
measuring narcissism. For example, it is a matter of
debate to what extent the vulnerable narcissism
dimension, which indicates an implicit structure
compared to grandiose narcissism, differs from the
symptoms of other psychiatric diagnoses. Although the
diagnosis of vulnerable narcissism is explicitly included
in the psychoanalytic tradition and its subsequent
approaches (74), it is possible to say that the vulnerable
narcissism dimension may not have revealed a clear
conceptualization in this study conducted with a nonclinical sample, and using self-report scales.
Finally, although the theoretical framework on
which the research is based points to some causal factors
between parental attitudes and narcissism, this research
does not suggest such causality in terms of its crosssectional structure.
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