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Abstract
We studied if and how the association between grandiose narcissistic traits and juvenile delinquency is mediated by self-esteem and shame regulation strategies. An 
ethnic diverse and mixed gender sample of 59 delinquent and 275 non-delinquent adolescents between 13 and 18 years of age participated in a survey study, using 
the Childhood Narcissism Scale (CNS), the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) and the Compass of Shame Scale (CoSS). Narcissism showed a weak positive 
correlation with self-esteem and externalizing shame regulation. Self-esteem correlated strongly and negatively with internalizing shame regulation and Shame 
Proneness. Logistic regression analysis showed high SES to be negatively associated with delinquency. Also, self-esteem moderated the relation between narcissism 
and delinquency in that high self-esteem did increase the chance of narcissism leading to delinquency.
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Introduction
Research has identified criminal history and aggression as the most 

important risk factors for (persistent) delinquent behavior among 
juveniles [1,2]. These risk factors have been studied far more often than 
personality characteristics, such as narcissism, self-esteem, and shame 
regulation, although self-esteem has gained some attention in research 
on strength-based approaches to offender rehabilitation [3]. In our 
research, we focus on the interplay between these three personality 
characteristics and aggression in the explanation of delinquency. 

Clinically, narcissism is conceptualized as a personality trait the 
subject is not aware of. Therefore, narcissistic traits stealthily invade 
daily life. Subjects with strong grandiose narcissistic traits tend to 
have a hostile perspective of the world, to expect to be a target of 
transgressions by others, and to activate aggressive emotional reaction 
patterns [4]. They are more likely to be unprovoked aggressors than 
their low narcissistic counterparts. In a longitudinal study, Reijntjes et 
al. [5] showed that highly narcissistic boys were more likely than their 
peers to show more direct bullying, and in particular elevated indirect 
bullying. Clinically, one would expect such relations, because narcissists 
may feel entitled to show their dominance, and are prone to aggression 
by the working of the shame-rage spiral [6]. The relations between 
narcissism and aggression seem above all to pertain to adolescents who 
score high on self-esteem. 

Self-esteem differs clinically from narcissism: ‘When we deal 
with self-esteem, we are asking whether the individual considers 
himself adequate – a person of worth – not whether he considers 
himself superior to others’ [7]. The relation between self-esteem and 
aggression is equivocal. Some authors assume that aggression results 
from being provoked to strike out, sometimes even preemptory, as a 
means to counter a potential threat to self-esteem in subjects who have 
low self-esteem [8-10]. The anger, evoked by the threat, is externalized 
by attacking the person who is perceived as representing this threat. 

Anger can even be evoked without the presence of a ‘real’ threat: for 
aggression to occur, internally felt or fantasized threats to self-esteem 
suffice as well. Recently, the focus has shifted, and aggression is now 
thought to be associated with high self-esteem: subjects who have high 
self-esteem are relatively prone to perceive a threat [11,12]. 

Research showed that grandiose narcissism and self-esteem are 
only weakly to moderately correlated [13]. Brummelman et al., [13] 
summarize the differences between narcissism and self-esteem as 
follows: “Narcissism is nurtured by parental overvaluation, (….) and 
self-esteem is nurtured by parental warmth. Clinically, narcissists think 
of themselves as superior to others (reflecting a vertical, hierarchical 
view of themselves in relation to others), whereas those high in 
self-esteem think of themselves as worthy (reflecting a horizontal, 
nonhierarchical view of themselves in relation to others). Narcissism 
peaks in adolescence and then gradually decreases throughout 
adulthood [14]. By contrast, self-esteem is lowest in adolescence and 
then gradually increases throughout adulthood [15].”

Research on the relation between narcissism, self-esteem and 
aggression showed a robust relation between low self-esteem and 
aggression, yet the effect of low self-esteem on aggression was found to 
be independent of narcissism [16]. On the other hand, it was also found 
that narcissistic subjects are aggressive only following threats to self-
esteem [9,11]. Clinically, the relation between threats to narcissistic 
grandiose traits and self-esteem on the one hand, and the resulting 
aggression or delinquency on the other hand, is expected to be 
mediated by shame [17-19]. Feeling shame over being a person who is 
being aggressive or commits criminal acts, should prevent from doing 
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so. Shame is a powerful self-conscious emotion which touches on self-
esteem [20]. Grandiose narcissism, with an inflated sense of self-worth 
is characterized by a relative lack of shame, whereas high positive self-
esteem is associated with moderate shame levels. 

People differ in their proneness to experience shame and in the way 
they cope with shame, using various internalizing and externalizing 
strategies [21]. Some may react in an internalizing way to self-esteem 
blows by devaluing themselves, resulting in a shame–rage spiral [6]. 
Others, however, react in an externalizing way to shame by turning 
the evoked anger outside. Clinically, following DSM-5 [22], grandiose 
narcissistic traits are associated with a relative lack of shame, whereas 
vulnerable narcissistic traits are associated with shame proneness 
[23,24].

Several studies found relations between shame, aggression, and 
delinquency [25-28]. In a meta-analysis of self-conscious emotions and 
offending, higher levels of proneness to experience shame and guilt 
were associated with less delinquency [29]. Guilt proved to be stronger 
associated with less delinquency than shame, with a medium and small 
effect size, respectively. Notably, there was a trend showing that shame 
was unrelated to delinquency, with the effect of guilt partialled out. 

Research into adolescent aggression in relation to narcissism, self-
esteem, and shame regulation is scarce. In Barry, Grafeman, Adler 
and Pickard’s study [30], narcissism and self-esteem were positively 
interrelated; however, only narcissism was significantly correlated with 
self-reported delinquency [31]. Adaptive narcissism was positively 
associated with self-esteem, but maladaptive narcissism was not related 
to self-esteem. Thomaes et al. [32] showed that grandiose narcissistic 
young adolescents were indeed more aggressive than others, whereas 
low and easily threatened self-esteem was not associated with 
aggression. In fact, narcissism and high self-esteem were associated 
with more aggression. Shame-proneness was weakly related to anger 
and aggression, implicating that with higher shame proneness, more 
aggression could be expected [33,34]. Girls who reported a high rate 
of shaming experiences were more likely to have shown physical 
aggression than girls who reported fewer shaming experiences [35,36]. 
Anticipating being shamed by significant others or peers may function 
as an informal sanction that may inhibit offending by juveniles [37]. 
The inhibiting effect of this anticipated shaming is that it offers self-
control.

In conclusion, research with adolescents on the association 
between threats to narcissistic grandiosity, and the mediating function 
of self-esteem and shame regulation for an aggressive reaction to result 
is scarce to absent. To our knowledge, the present study is the first 
study examining the relation between narcissism, self-esteem, shame-
proneness, shame regulation styles and juvenile delinquency.

The present study
The first set of three hypotheses concerned the relations between 

the concepts of grandiose narcissism, self-esteem and shame. Following 
Thomaes and Brummelman [38], we expected grandiose narcissism 
to be only weakly to moderately associated with high self-esteem. 
The second hypothesis was that high narcissism would be positively 
correlated with externalizing shame regulation, and negatively 
correlated with internalizing and adaptive shame regulation and shame 
proneness. The third hypothesis was that high self-esteem would be 
positively associated with adaptive and internalizing shame regulation, 
and negatively associated with shame proneness and externalizing 
shame regulation. 

Two other hypotheses concern the moderating effect of self-
esteem and shame regulation between narcissism and delinquency. We 
assumed that grandiose narcissism is a personality trait that is stable 
across many situations, and that real or imagined blows to narcissistic 
grandiosity will evoke shame, which can result in aggression, and 
subsequently can be expressed in delinquent acts. Self-esteem, shame 
proneness and shame regulation styles were expected to moderate 
the evoked aggression before delinquency to appear. Given Thomaes 
and Brummelman’s conclusion that narcissism and high self-esteem 
differ fundamentally, the fourth hypothesis was that high self-esteem 
would mitigate the effect of high narcissism on delinquency. The 
fifth hypothesis was that internalizing shame regulation strategies 
would reduce delinquency, whereas externalization would enhance 
delinquency. 

In the analyses, gender, age and SES will be taken into account as 
possible interaction variables. Ethnicity has been shown to be associated 
with differences in offense patterns, in prevalence of risk factors for 
delinquency, and in the impact of these risk factors on recidivism 
[29]. Also, we have to account for the possibility that adolescents 
from different ethnic groups might culturally differ in proneness to 
experience self-conscious emotion [39]. In this study, ethnicity will 
be included as an interaction variable accounting for ethnic group 
differences that may moderate associations.

Method
Participants and procedures

A total of 334 adolescents between 13 and 18 years of age from 
Amsterdam and two rural cities participated. The comparison group 
consisted of 275 adolescents (60% male, 40% female, M = 14.5 years 
old, 70% were born from originally Dutch parents, 30% were having 
an ethnic minority background1). The delinquent group consisted of 
59 adolescents (80% male, 20% female, M = 15.5 years old, 40% were 
born from originally Dutch parents, and 60% had an ethnic minority 
background). The comparisons were found by asking schools to 
participate in the project, whereas the juvenile delinquents were asked 
to participate by forensic psychologists examining juveniles before trial 
in juvenile detention centers (waiting for trial or being sentenced). All 
adolescents participated on a voluntary base, and informed consent 
was obtained from both parents and their children. The research 
was introduced to the participants as “a survey on the opinions of 
adolescents to help teachers better understand adolescents.” Absolute 
anonymity ensured that no outcomes could be become available to the 
schools or the forensic psychologists, and the results for the juvenile 
delinquents could not be used in the forensic psychologist’s reports. 

Questionnaires
Childhood Narcissism Scale (CNS): The CNS [40] is a 10-item 

scale assessing grandiose views of self, inflated feelings of superiority 
and entitlement, and exploitative interpersonal attitudes in children 
and young adolescents. Items are rated along a 4-point scale. The CNS 
showed a Cronbach’s alpha of .84, test-retest reliability of 0.87 and 
good convergent validity. CNS-measured childhood narcissism and 
self-esteem (as measured among others with the RSES) were largely 
independent constructs. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 
.83. 

1Notably, in the Netherlands, an adolescent is considered to belong to an ethnic 
minority group when at least one of his or her parents was born outside the 
Netherlands. 
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Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES): The RSES [7] is a 10-item 
scale assessing global self-worth. Internal consistency reliability for the 
RSES was .88 and factor analysis suggest a single general factor [41]. 
Men reported slightly higher self-esteem than women. In the present 
study, Cronbach’s alpha was .85. 

Compass of Shame Scale (CoSS): The CoSS [39,42] assesses 
individual differences in emotion-focused regulation of shame. It 
consists of four stems, each containing ten items. These forty 5-point 
Likert items, ranging from “Never” to “Almost always”, are divided 
into six scales. Four of these scales represent the poles of Nathanson’s 
[43] compass of shame theory: (a) “Attack Self” represents inward-
directed anger and self-blame, (b) “Withdrawal” is the tendency to hide 
or withdraw when shamed, (c) “Avoidance” represents disavowal and 
emotional distancing or minimization of the situation in something 
neutral or positive, and (d) “Attack Other” represents outward-
directed anger (i.e., aggression) and blaming others. “Adaptive” 
assesses adaptive responses to shame, with a minimum of distortion 
of the shame emotion: it captures the acknowledgement of shame 
and motivation to apologize and/or make amends. “Shame” asks 
after shame-proneness. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha varied 
between .75 and .87. 

Schalkwijk et al.´s [39] analysis of the CoSS showed that the two 
internalizing scales (Attack Self and Withdrawal) can be aggregated 
into one internalizing scale. In this scale the negative emotion 
is acknowledged and the self is experienced as failing. The two 
externalizing scales (Avoidance and Attack Other) can be aggregated 
into one externalizing scale. In this scale experiencing negative 
emotions is minimized, diminishing the experience of shame. 

Statistical analyses

First, missing values (less than 5%) were estimated by means of 
expectation maximization [44] Correlations were computed between 
gender, age, SES, cultural background, and educational level between 
juvenile offenders and comparisons. We grouped correlations as 
following: weak (.00 - .30), moderate (.31 - .50), strong (.51 - .80), and 
very strong (.81 – 1.00). 

The first group of hypotheses, concerning the relation between 
narcissism, self-esteem and shame-regulation were tested by using 
univariate correlation analyses. The second group of hypotheses, 
concerning the relation between narcissism (independent variable), 
delinquency (dependent variable) and the possible moderating effects 
of self-esteem and shame measures, age, gender, SES, and culture were 
tested using logistic regression analysis. 

Results
Univariate correlation analyses

The first set of three hypotheses concerned the relation between the 
measures of narcissism, self-esteem, and shame regulation, and were 
tested by means of simple correlation analyses. The first hypothesis, that 
narcissism and high self-esteem would be only weakly to moderately 
correlated, was confirmed (Table 1). The second hypothesis was that 
high narcissism would be positively correlated with externalizing 
shame regulation, and negatively correlated with internalizing and 
adaptive shame regulation and shame proneness. It can be derived 
from the correlations in Table 1 that, as expected, narcissism correlated 
positively with externalizing, be it weakly, whereas the correlation with 
shame proneness and internalizing was weakly negative. Adaptive 
shame regulation was not significantly correlated with narcissism. 

Narcissism was weakly and positively associated with delinquency, 
indicating that delinquents showed somewhat higher levels of 
narcissism. The third hypothesis was that high self-esteem would be 
positively associated with internalizing and adaptive shame regulation, 
and negatively associated with shame proneness and externalizing 
shame regulation. There was a weak positive correlation with adaptive 
shame regulation, a strong negative correlation with shame proneness 
and a weakly negative correlation with externalizing. Internalizing, 
however, was strongly and negatively associated with high self-esteem.

Logistic regression analysis

The second set of hypotheses was considered as the full theoretical 
model explaining delinquency, and was tested by means of a single 
logistic regression analysis, with all hypothesized main effects and 
interactions included, yielding a significant overall regression equation 
(Χ2 (N = 334; df = 17) = 112.068, p < .001), explaining 47% of the 
variance, correctly classifying 88% of the participants as delinquent 
or non-delinquent. The hypotheses concerned the moderating 
effects of self-esteem and shame in the relation between narcissism 
(independent variable), and delinquency (dependent variable). We 
only found one main effect (high SES showing a negative association 
with delinquency) and one significant interaction between high self-
esteem and narcissism (Table 2). However, high self-esteem did not 
reduce the effect of high narcissism on delinquency. The reverse turned 
out to be the case in that high self-esteem did increase the chance of 
narcissism leading to delinquency. Scoring low on self-esteem did not 
differentiate delinquents and non-delinquents on narcissism scores, 
whereas scoring high on self-esteem did (Figure 1). 

Narc. Self-Est Adapt. Shame-P Intern. Extern. Delinq.
Narc. 1
Self-Est.  .298*** 1
Adaptive  .017  .133** 1
Shame-P. -.197*** -.559***  .116* 1
Internal. -.156** -.608*** -.019  .778*** 1
External.  .288*** -.145** -.024  .141**  .289***
Delinquency  .155**  .183*** -.012 -.136** -.164**  .043 1

N = 334; * : p < .05, **: p < .01, ***: p < .001

Table 1. Correlations between, Narcissism, Self-Esteem, and Shame Regulation.
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Note 1: The y-axis represents narcissism scores
Note 2: There are no significant differences between non-delinquents and delinquents 
on narcissism in adolescents with low self-esteem (t = 0.549, p = .584), but significant 
differences in adolescents with high self-esteem (t = 2.350, p = .020).

Figure 1.  Interaction between self-esteem and narcissism.



Schalkwijk FW (2016) Narcissism, self-esteem, shame regulation and juvenile delinquency

 Volume 1(1): 4-5Forensic Sci Crimino, 2016         doi: 10.15761/FSC.1000105

Discussion
To our knowledge, the present study is the first examining the 

relation between narcissism, self-esteem, shame regulation strategies 
and juvenile delinquency. As expected, grandiose narcissism did not 
show a one-to-one relation with self-esteem, as Thomaes et al. [10] 
proposed: narcissists think of themselves as superior to others, whereas 
those high in self-esteem think of themselves as worthy. Consequently, 
we found that adolescents scoring high on narcissism regulate their 
shame, if any, more by externalizing than by internalizing regulation 
strategies, and hardly by adaptive regulation. In contrast to narcissism, 
high self-esteem is associated with little shame experiences (low scores 
on Shame-proneness) and consequently with little need for the use 
of shame regulation strategies. Adolescents with high self-esteem are 
probably more prone to experiencing pride, the opposite of shame. If 
any shame coping strategies are used, they are bound to be adaptive, 
preserving positive self-esteem. This finding fits well with the clinical 
notion of many authors that the subject with strong narcissistic traits 
is unconsciously defending against threatening experiences of high 
self-esteem [45,46]. Our study replicates Barry et al.’s [30] finding that 
grandiose narcissism and high self-esteem partially overlap, but that 
they also can be differentiated on the basis of adaptive and maladaptive 
narcissism. In our study they are weakly correlated, but they can indeed 
be differentiated on the basis of the correlations with using or not using 
adaptive shame coping strategies. 

Contrary to what we expected, the externalizing quality of shame 
regulation could not be associated with delinquency as an aggressive 
act, e.g., in the context of narcissistic rage or the shame-rage spiral. 
In the correlation analyses, we found that delinquency was positively 
and weakly associated with both narcissism and self-esteem, and 
weakly and negatively associated with internalizing shame strategies 
and shame proneness. The combination of high self-esteem and high-
narcissism did even slightly increase the risk for delinquency. Referring 
to the ongoing discussion on whether aggression is evoked by threats 
to high or low self-esteem, this finding seems again to support the first 
option, as aggression with high narcissistic traits was also associated 
with threats to a positive self-image. 

High Social Economic Status was found to be the sole main effect 
explaining delinquency, which is in line with the literature on risk and 
protective factors in delinquency [47]. 

This study has some limitations. A weakness of our study is the 
combination of our measures: The CNS assesses grandiose narcissism 
only, the RSES global self-worth, whereas the CoSS is a measure of 
neurotic, internalizing shame regulation. So the CoSS might not be a 
good measure to describe shame coping for subjects with grandiose 
narcissistic traits. Another drawback of our research is that the number 
of subjects in the study did not permit us to differentiate between 
the kinds of aggression in the offenses, such as reactive aggression 
against others following a (perceived) threat or instrumental 
(physical) aggression for obtaining what they want. Although we 
regard delinquency to be an aggressive act in se, this differentiation is 
especially important in theorizing about the relation between threats to 
narcissism and self-esteem. 

These shortcomings ask for further research in which the 
differentiation between types of aggression is possible. The biggest 
challenge, however, is that the theory of narcissism is rapidly changing 
and challenges existing views. Until recently, clinically differentiation 
between grandiose (over) and vulnerable (covert) narcissism was 
widely accepted, and most of the experimental research on narcissism 
focused on grandiose narcissism [48]. In research and clinical practice 
these two categories were thought to be binary: the client was rated on 
either grandiose or vulnerable narcissism (or none at all). In the last 
decade, however, a hierarchical definition of pathological narcissism 
was proposed: it is most and for all about dysfunctional self-regulation, 
dysfunctional affect regulation and interpersonal difficulties [46,49]. 
These dysfunctions can be seen in extreme grandiosity or extreme 
vulnerability, which each can be expressed in a covert or overt form. If 
this hierarchical definition of narcissism becomes the clinical diagnostic 
standard, research on moderating factors between narcissism 
and delinquency will be changed accordingly, focusing more on 
fluctuations in self-esteem, adding measures for affect regulation and 
interpersonal difficulties (e.g., dismissive attachment). Measures for 
covert narcissism are still lacking. 

Clinically, our research shows that differences in personality traits 
are not all-or-one phenomena: adolescents high on narcissism differ 
from adolescents high on self-esteem, but to a certain extent these are 
relative differences. For example, both groups do not use internalizing 
shame regulation strategies, but for those scoring high on self-esteem, 
this association is much higher than for those scoring high on grandiose 
narcissism. When considering treatment implications, it is important 
to notice that narcissism peaks in adolescence and then gradually 
decreases throughout adulthood, whereas self-esteem is lowest in 
adolescence and then gradually increases throughout adulthood 
[13]. The same goes for offending: moral disengagement in convicted 
juveniles tends to decline over time, and with it, offending [50]. Given 
the new line of theorizing on narcissism sketched above, treatment 
should focus on self-esteem fluctuations, emotion regulation capacities 
and aspects of interpersonal difficulties, such as a lack of empathy.  
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