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Dissertation proposal Literature review


The research that is proposed aims to fill a void in the research of narcissism and behavioural decision-making tasks by adding the element of competition as highlighted in Brunell and Buelow (2017) when they propose that it would be probable future research.


Within the field of psychology there are two main divisions of narcissism, firstly, viewed by clinical psychologists, are pathological narcissists (Miller, Price, Gentile, Lynam, & Campbell, 2012; Pincus, et al., 2009), who have the diagnosable condition of narcissistic personality disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), they may come across as superior and confident, although they often lack self-esteem and are fragile, they are unable to form close friendships whilst craving praise and attention. They therefore come across as having a cognitive dysfunction when it comes to threats to their self-inflated image and possibly display a similar dysfunction in self-regulation (Brunell & Buelow, 2017),  or as grandiose, which is viewed by personality psychologists as an individual difference that can be empirically determined within the general population (Campbell, Brunell, & Finkel, 2006; Miller, Price, Gentile, Lynam, & Campbell, 2012). Grandiose narcissists show high levels of self-centeredness, are very self-focused and self-serving (Brunell & Buelow, 2017; Emmons, 1987; Raskin & Shaw, 1988; Rhodewalt & Morf, 1998). Grandiose narcissists assume they of higher intelligence than others (Gabriel, Critelli, & Ee, 1994), which leads to an exaggeration of their achievements and abilities (John & Robins, 1994), thus, grandiose narcissists have a high sense of agency, due to their inflated grandiosity, well-being and self-esteem (Brunell & Buelow, 2017). 


Grandiose narcissists tend to gravitate towards leadership positions (Brunell, et al., 2008), and have a parity to making both risky and volatile decisions which has been known to have an impact on performance (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007). The strategies that grandiose narcissists use in investing in the stock markets are both high risk and aggressive (Foster, Misra, & Reidy, 2009; Foster, Shenesey, & Goff, 2009), this was highlighted in the near global financial catastrophe in the mid to late 2000’s (Foster, Reidy, Misra, & Goff, 2011), there are however, positive risk returns for some, though there has been an increase in negative risk returns (Chari, David, Duru, & Zhao, 2019), which underlines the view of impulsivity associated with narcissism (Crysel, Crosier, & Webster, 2013; Foster & Trimm IV, 2008; Vazire & Funder, 2006), thus leading to rash reactions for immediate gain, without regard for long term investment and outcomes (Jonason, Koenig, & Tost, 2010). Although decisions seen as high risk by non-narcissists, may not, by narcissists, be viewed as risky (Foster, Shenesey, & Goff, 2009).


Narcissism consists of seven sub-traits: Authority, self-sufficiency, superiority, exhibitionism, exploitativeness, vanity and entitlement (Raskin & Terry, 1988), and that the sub-traits of superiority, and exploitativeness have had more impact on individuals who self-reported behaviours of risk taking (Buelow & Brunell, 2014). Brunell and Buelow (2017) then explain that there has been no laboratory-based investigation into behavioural decision-making tasks, this could lead to a reduction of socially desirable responses seen in self-report. 


To enable the levels of narcissism within the participant group to be assessed they will be required to fill out the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI-40) (Raskin & Terry, 1988), a questionnaire consisting of forty pairs of statements, to which the participant selects the most appropriate to themselves. The NPI-40 (Raskin & Terry, 1988)has been shown to be both valid and robust. This will be administered prior to the behavioural decision-making task through the universities Experiment Management System, accessible through sona-systems.net screening phase.


When looking at behavioural decision-making tasks the previous paper Brunell and Buelow (2017), had used four different tasks over three studies. This would have been too many for the time scale of an undergraduate dissertation. The tasks implemented by Brunell and Buelow (2017) were the Iowa Gambling Task (IGT) (Bechara, Damasio, Domasio, & Anderson, 1994), the Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART) (Lejuez, et al., 2002), the Columbia Card Task (CCT) (Figner, Mackinlay, & Weber, 2009) and the Game of Dice Task (Brand, et al., 2005).


The IGT (Bechara, Damasio, Domasio, & Anderson, 1994), as used by Brunell and Buelow (2017), follows a pattern of performance of earnings and losses over 100 trials, where participants have a choice of four decks of cards to accrue as much as possible, two decks contain higher return reward with greater risk, whilst the other two contain lower reward with a reduced loss risk. The IGT (Bechara, Damasio, Domasio, & Anderson, 1994)  whilst a robust method for testing behaviours is more suited to a longer time period as the 100 trials are not to a time limit, thus, not conducive as an undergraduate dissertation experiment.


The BART (Lejuez, et al., 2002) is according to Brunell and Buelow (2017), used in only one previous study (Crysel, Crosier, & Webster, 2013) to analyse grandiose narcissism and behavioural decision making, where the participants performed the task after receiving either falsified negative or neutral feedback, thus it cannot be determined the effect of this on the outcome of the trials rather than the grandiose narcissism. 


Due to the differentiation in manifestation of both pathological and grandiose narcissism (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) there may be a differentiation in prediction of risky decision making. Thus if any of the participants are pathological narcissists, their self-regulation impairment and exhibition of risky behaviours (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), the CCT (Figner, Mackinlay, & Weber, 2009), which purports to assess affective and deliberative decision making via alternate forms of the task. The resulting immediate feedback could possibly lead to pathological narcissists reacting to perceived self-esteem threats and therefore the CCT (Figner, Mackinlay, & Weber, 2009) could in this situation prove problematic, will not be selected.


Due to potential confounds of assessment of decision making within the IGT (Bechara, Damasio, Domasio, & Anderson, 1994), Brand et al. (2005) devised the GDT to take some of these confounds into account. The GDT (Brand, et al., 2005), consists of 18 trials that give participants the option to maximise profit through predicting the roll of a die with options available to select either one potential outcome for a high return/loss to a group of four for a lower profit/loss. This would appear to provide the necessary amount of risk without causing problems.
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