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ABSTRACT

Objective: The current study examined associations between grandiose and vulnerable subclinical
narcissistic traits and alcohol use among college students and whether drinking motives mediated
these associations.

Methods and Participants: Young adult college students who reported past month alcohol use
were invited to complete self-report online surveys (N=406; 81% female; Mage = 20.13, SD = 1.69;
10% Hispanic; 85% White).

Results: Results from path analysis using structural equation modeling indicated that there were no
direct associations between grandiose or vulnerable subclinical narcissistic traits and alcohol use.
However, several drinking motives mediated these associations. Specifically, the association between
grandiose traits and alcohol use was mediated by enhancement and social motives. Similarly, the
association between vulnerable traits and alcohol use was mediated by enhancement, social and
coping motives.

Conclusions: Findings highlight a potential mechanism by which personality traits may contribute
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to a health risk behavior among young people.

According to the 2022 National Survey on Drug Use and
Health (NSDUH), 67.9% of people ages 18-25 reported they
drank alcohol in the past year, and 50.2% reported they
drank in the past month.! College students seem to be par-
ticularly at risk as they are routinely exposed to factors that
foster alcohol use, such as a campus culture promoting drink-
ing.>* Indeed, over half of full-time students report past-month
alcohol use,! with 12.4% consuming more than 10 drinks on
an occasion.* Alarmingly, 1,519 college students aged 18-24
die annually from accidental alcohol-related injuries.” By
sophomore year, nearly all students report having the oppor-
tunity to try alcohol, making it one of their earliest exposed
substances in this context® Gender differences in alcohol
consumption have narrowed in recent decades, but most
female and male college students still report use.” Indeed,
self-reported past-month use among collegiate females (51.8%)
may exceed males (45.7%),! emphasizing concern for the
increased risk of alcohol-related problems by comparison.”
Understanding the factors that impact this health risk behav-
ior are important for prevention efforts among this population.

Narcissism

Narcissism, a personality characteristic in Cluster B, is gener-
ally characterized by grandiose sense of self-importance, per-
ceived entitlement or superiority, a need for admiration, and
lacking empathy.® However, scholars have argued narcissism is

best understood through a dimensional lens’ and suggest that
there are two distinct constructs of narcissism: grandiosity
and vulnerability. Although grandiose and vulnerable narcis-
sism share overlapping features, such as entitled self-importance,
grandiosity is distinguished by assertiveness, whereas narcis-
sistic vulnerability often relates to feelings of inadequacy and
positively correlates with neurotic behavioral traits.!’
Importantly, although researchers are still exploring how
to best identify under what circumstances subclinical narcis-
sism (i.e., indicating the presence of narcissistic traits in
individuals who have not met diagnostic criteria for narcis-
sistic personality disorder) transitions into clinical narcis-
sism,'! both clinical and subclinical narcissistic traits have
been linked with alcohol use. For example, narcissistic per-
sonality disorder is often comorbid with substance use dis-
orders'? and share traits with known risk factors for alcohol
use, such as impulsivity and negative affectivity.!*-'¢
Research also indicates that subclinical narcissistic traits are
not only increasing among college populations in recent
decades,'”!® but are also positively predictive of undergraduate
student alcohol use.!”? Luhtanen and colleagues?' found that
subclinical narcissistic traits positively predicted later alcohol
use quantity, heavy drinking occurrences, and negative alcohol
related outcomes. Similarly, Kramer and colleagues®? found a
positive association between college students’ subclinical narcis-
sistic traits and negative alcohol-related outcomes and Welker
and colleagues® found positive associations between subclinical
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narcissistic grandiosity and vulnerability with college students’
alcohol use and negative alcohol-related outcomes. Overall,
extant evidence highlights that subclinical narcissistic traits
may play an important role in alcohol use. However, we know
less about why these personality facets are associated with
engagement in this health risk behavior. Notably, most of these
studies are not among recent cohorts of students.
Understanding why narcissism may be linked with alcohol
use is particularly important in the college student popula-
tion as these individuals are in the developmental period of
emerging adulthood, which is characterized by, among other
things, identity exploration and being relatively self-focused.?*
Individuals in this lifespan stage are continuing the work
they started in adolescence by developing their understand-
ing of themselves, their identity, and their roles in society.
Narcissistic traits have implications for how individuals see
themselves and others®® and may have adverse impacts on
these normative developmental tasks and processes. This is
especially true as academic experiences can impact self-esteem
(e.g., grade expectations®®) and regularly offer opportunities
for individuals to reevaluate their understanding of themselves.

Drinking motives

Drinking motives, or an individual's motivations to engage in
alcohol use behaviors,” may be an important factor that helps
explain both alcohol use and the association between person-
ality traits and alcohol use among college students. Drinking
motives are generally characterized by source as either internal
or external.?® Internal drinking motives (coping or enhance-
ment) directly correspond to affect regulation, while external
motives (social or conformity) indirectly correspond to affect
regulation through environmental factors. These motives can
also be characterized by valence as either positive (enhance-
ment or social) or negative (coping or conformity). Notably, a
wealth of evidence suggests that each of these motives are
linked with alcohol use, albeit in complicated ways. For exam-
ple, Choi et al?® found that social and conformity motives
were associated with greater alcohol use frequency. However,
although social motives were positively related to alcohol use
quantity, conformity motives were negatively related, suggest-
ing that students who drank to “fit in” with others drank
more often but in lesser amounts on such occasions. Others
have similarly found associations between these motives and
college student alcohol use,'****! but evidence is mixed. *

Coping motives also have been linked with college student
alcohol use. Some research indicates those who report greater
coping drinking motives engage in higher levels of problem-
atic drinking® and use more alcohol, especially when consid-
ering their alcohol expectancies and internalizing symptoms.**
However, others have not found coping motives to play a role
in college students drinking.!*** Conversely, enhancement
motives have been more consistently associated with alcohol
use!#313336 both cross-sectionally and longitudinally.®

Taken together, the literature on relations between college
students drinking motives and alcohol use are complicated as
findings are mixed. It is important to note that some studies
opted to test certain drinking motives as predictors of alcohol

use independently?*3* rather than collectively, which may have

contributed to the disparate findings across samples. However,
given each motive has been identified by prior studies as
sharing a positive relation to alcohol use among college stu-
dents, there is collective support for the idea that all drinking
motives share a notable relation to alcohol use.

Personality traits and drinking motives

Few studies have investigated drinking motives in relation to
personality traits, particularly narcissistic traits, and alcohol use
among college students. However, extant evidence indicates
that motives may be a potentially important contributor in this
relationship. For example, studies suggest associations between
enhancement motives with extraversion and coping motives
with neuroticism.*?® More centrally for this study, internal
drinking motives have been shown to mediate the relation
between common traits across Cluster B personality traits,
such as impulsivity and negative affectivity, and alcohol use
among adults 11years following their undergraduate freshman
year.* Similarly, work by Tragesser and colleagues have found
that drinking to cope and enhance among middle-aged adults*
and drinking to enhance among 18- to 21-year-old college stu-
dents*! partially mediated the relations between Cluster B per-
sonality traits and diverse alcohol use behaviors and problems.

Although this past work highlights the potentially import-
ant role of drinking motives in the associations between a
collection of personality traits and alcohol use, it is limited in
several ways. First, this work either examined non-college stu-
dent populations or a truncated age range of college students.
Second, in work on college students, participants were only
asked to indicate presence of alcohol use disorder symptoms,
rather than typical drinking behaviors. Given that approxi-
mately 14% of college students 18-22 meet criteria for an
alcohol use disorder whereas more than half of all college
students report any alcohol use !, it is important for future
studies to incorporate a wider range of alcohol use behaviors
to better generalize results about this population. Third, cop-
ing and enhancement motives were the only two motives
measured. Assessing the full range of associations between
drinking motives and alcohol outcomes is important to
understand these motives as a potential mechanism. Fourth,
the results cannot be universally applied for subclinical traits
that comprise Cluster B disorders as each disorder has unique
symptom criteria, therefore leaving gaps in our understanding
of how drinking motives may play a role in the associations
between subclinical narcissistic traits and alcohol use.
Understanding these relations may help students recognize
how their personality traits and drinking motives can contrib-
ute to differences in their alcohol use and related outcomes.

Present study

We investigated the potential mediating role of drinking
motives in the associations between subclinical narcissistic
traits and alcohol use among college students. Specifically,
we ask two research questions. First, how are grandiose and
vulnerable narcissism associated with alcohol use among col-
lege students? Given research has demonstrated links



between these personality characteristics and diverse alcohol
use outcomes, we expect positive associations between each
and alcohol use. Second, how do social, conformity, enhance-
ment, and coping drinking motives mediate these associa-
tions? Given the dearth of research on potential mechanisms
between narcissism and alcohol use, we make no formal
hypotheses and instead treat this question as exploratory.

Method
Participants

Young adult college students from a large, Midwestern
University were invited to participate in this self-report
online study. Eligible participants included students who
were between the ages of 18 and 24 and had consumed
alcohol within the past 30days (N=406; 81% female; Mage
= 20.13, SD = 1.69; 10% Hispanic; 85% White).

Procedure

Data were collected in October and November 2021.
Participants were initially recruited through a research par-
ticipation sign-up system for students seeking extra credit in
psychology classes. Through this system, interested partici-
pants were able to access the online survey link and com-
plete it on their own time. This system keeps survey
responses anonymous while also tracking study completion
for instructors to grant extra credit. After several weeks of
data collection through this system, the study was opened to
all university undergraduate students aged 18-24 using an
undergraduate targeted university wide email which pro-
vided a link to the online survey for interested participants
to complete on their own time. After providing informed
consent, screener questions were used to exclude participants
who were not between the ages of 18-24 or had not con-
sumed alcohol in the past month. The anonymous self-report
survey took an average of 20-25min to complete.

Measures

Past-month alcohol use

Two items were used to assess the quantity and frequency of
participants’ alcohol consumption. Participants were asked
the following: (1) During the past 30days, how often did
you usually have any kind of drink containing alcohol? (2)
Think of all the times you have had a drink during the past
30days. How many alcoholic drinks did you have on a typ-
ical day when you drank alcohol? Participants were provided
with a drop-down selection of 0-30 to indicate the number
of days and drinks within the past 30days. A quantity X
frequency score was calculated to reflect total alcohol con-
sumption with greater scores indicating greater alcohol use.
Previous research has used similar quantity and frequency
scales to measure alcohol use*? and has demonstrated mod-
erate to good test-retest reliability.*® Past month alcohol use
was logarithmically transformed for analyses to account for
the positive skew.
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Subclinical narcissistic traits

The Five-Factor Narcissism Inventory-Short Form
FFNI-SF;* is a 60-item measure comprising 15 personality
traits that was used to measure the prevalence and severity
of subclinical grandiose (e.g., I am extremely ambitious
and I only associate myself with people of my caliber) and
vulnerable (e.g., I feel ashamed when people judge me)
narcissistic traits in participants. Response options included
a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree
strongly). Subclinical grandiose traits were measured based
on the sum of 44 items (a = .89) measuring indifference,
exhibitionism, authoritativeness, grandiose fantasies, manip-
ulativeness, exploitativeness, lack of empathy, arrogance,
acclaim seeking, and thrill-seeking. Subclinical vulnerable
traits were measured based on the sum of 16 items (a =
.82) measuring reactive anger, shame, need for admiration,
and distrust. Higher scores indicated stronger subclinical
traits. The FFNI-SF has demonstrated good convergent
validity in studies that include undergraduate students,**
aligning with the notion that narcissism is viewed through
a dimensional lens.*

Drinking motives

The 20-item Drinking Motives Questionnaire-Revised
DMQ-R;¥ was used to measure reasons for participant alco-
hol use. This measure was broken into four subscales with 5
items: (a) social (e.g., To celebrate a special occasion with
friends?; o = .87, (b) coping (e.g., To cheer up when you are
in a bad mood; a = .88), (c) enhancement (e.g., Because it
makes social gathering more fun; a = .89), and (d) confor-
mity (e.g., You drink to fit in with a group you like?; a =
.88. Response options ranged from 1 (almost/never) to 5
(almost always/always) to indicate the reasons for their alco-
hol use. A mean score was calculated for each scale with
greater scores indicating greater endorsement of that motive.
The DMQ-R factor structure has been validated in previous
literature across the college student population and the scale
has demonstrated acceptable internal reliability.*64”

Analytic strategy

First, descriptive statistics were used to examine univariate
distributions and bivariate associations. Next, linear struc-
tural equation modeling was used to examine the direct
effects of grandiose and vulnerable narcissist traits on past
month alcohol use and the potential mediating role of
drinking motives in these relations. Full information maxi-
mum likelihood was used to address missing data. To assess
mediation, the -medsem- package in Stata was used which
follows Zhao and colleagues®® approach for testing
mediation.

Results

Univariate descriptive statistics and bivariate associations are
displayed in Table 1. Generally, positive correlations were
observed among the drinking motives and between alcohol
use and drinking motives. Grandiose and vulnerable traits
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were correlated but only grandiose traits were positively cor-
related with alcohol use. Finally, grandiose traits were posi-
tively correlated with all motives except conformity and
vulnerable motives were positively correlated with all motives
except social.

Results from a path analysis using linear structural equa-
tion models are displayed in Table 2 and Figure 1. The
direct effects of grandiose and vulnerable motives were not
significantly associated with alcohol use. However, grandiose
traits were positively associated with enhancement and social
motives, whereas vulnerable traits were positively associated
with enhancement, coping, conformity motives. Enhancement,
social, and coping motives were positively, whereas confor-
mity motives were negatively associated with alcohol use.
Examination of the effects indicated that the association
between grandiose traits and alcohol use was fully mediated
by enhancement (b=.003, SE=.001, p=.005) and social
motives (b=.003, SE=.001, p=.006). Similarly, the associa-
tion between vulnerable traits and alcohol use was fully
mediated by enhancement (b=.004, SE=.002, p=.025), cop-
ing (b=.005, SE=.002, p=.044), and social motives (b =
-0.044, SE=.002, p=.023).

Discussion

Results from the current study suggest that drinking motives
mediated the associations between grandiose and vulnerable
narcissist traits and college students’ alcohol use.
Unsurprisingly, since subclinical narcissistic traits are charac-
terized by a sense of self-importance, perceived entitlement
or superiority, and a need for admiration, both enhancement
and social motives for grandiose traits and enhancement
motives for vulnerable traits mediated associations with alco-
hol use. In other words, like past research,*' these internal
positive motives to enhance an experience or external posi-
tive motives to obtain social rewards®” may help explain why
both individuals who are self-focused would engage in more
alcohol use.

Coping and conformity motives also mediated vulnerable
narcissistic traits albeit in different ways. Greater vulnerable
traits were associated with greater coping motives which, in
turn, was associated with greater alcohol use. Narcissistic
vulnerability often relates to feelings of inadequacy® and

emotional instability,***! which is significantly associated

with vulnerable narcissism.>> This may explain why those
with vulnerable traits were more driven to consume alcohol
by this internal negative motivation. Although vulnerable
traits were associated with greater conformity motives, con-
formity motives were associated with less alcohol use. A
notable trait of vulnerable narcissism is a fragile self-concept,
contingent upon validation from peers.® Perhaps students
with these traits were more concerned about the negative
outcomes resulting from criticism or fear of embarrassment
related to alcohol use. This consideration may also help
explain why vulnerable traits were not associated with social
motives. Perhaps individuals’ fragile self-concept and the
underlying feelings of inadequacy make the external positive
social motives less tangible for those with vulnerable traits.
Alternatively, perhaps other contextual variables in the
drinking environment (e.g., availability, drinking norms, per-
ceived enforcement, etc.>*) were stronger drivers of students’
behaviors. Future research would benefit from exploring
these alternative drivers of alcohol use in the context of
one’s personality in the future.

Drinking to conform did not mediate the relation between
grandiose traits and alcohol use. This relation is peculiar
because individuals with low self-esteem are more likely to
conform to social norms, particularly female college stu-
dents® compared to students with inflated levels of
self-esteem, a common trait of grandiose narcissism.>®
However, this relation may be partially explained by
narcissistic-tolerance theory, which argues that individuals
are more tolerant and accepting of others who report similar
degrees of narcissistic traits and are similar in their level of
these traits to that of their friends.”” It is possible that stu-
dents with a high degree of subclinical grandiose traits may
be motivated to drink in a similar fashion to friends, given
that students who recognize that their friends drink are
more willing to drink themselves.*

Drinking to cope also did not mediate the effect of sub-
clinical grandiose traits on alcohol use. It may be that
drinking to cope aligns more with those with vulnerable
than grandiose traits given links with emotional instabil-
ity.*®*! Further, students with high degrees of subclinical
grandiose traits may be less likely to drink to cope since
grandiose narcissism is negatively associated with guilt and

neurotic behavioral traits.”® Students who drink to cope also shame, which are primary components of negative
are more likely to display neurotic personality traits, such as emotionality.>
Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Alcohol Use -
2. Grandiose Traits 0.12*% -
3. Vulnerable Traits -0.01 0.16** -
4, Enhancement Motives 0.42%%* 0.21%*%* 0.16** -
5. Social Motives 0.40%** 0.20%** 0.10 0.55%** --
6. Coping Motives 0.26** 0.12* 0.37%** 0.48%*** 0.33%*x -
7. Conformity Motives -0.04 0.07 0.26*** 0.09 0.19%** 0.27%** -
8. Age -0.07 -0.16** —0.15** —0.14** -0.11* —0.16** -0.09 -
Mean 25.78 108.98 4991 1.93 238 1.02 0.41 20.13
SD 27.74 20.54 9.94 0.95 1.02 1.04 0.69 1.69
Min 1 60 21 0 0 0 0 18
Max 270 187 76 4 4 4 4 24

Note: *p<.05, *p<.01, **p<.001.



Limitations and future directions

Although this study provides important insights into the
ways cognitive-motivational factors contribute to links
between narcissistic personality traits and alcohol use among
college students, we note several limitations and areas of
future research. First, given this study relied on a
cross-sectional design, causal inferences cannot be made.
Longitudinal examinations of the links between subclinical
narcissistic traits, drinking motives, and alcohol use or of
how these traits and behaviors change and covary over time
with drinking motives are needed. This is particularly
important given young adulthood is often the age of onset
for substance use disorders,® young people are actively
exploring their identities and social roles,* and this period
includes shifts in legal drinking status. Additionally, future
studies should explore additional mediating or moderating
factors that may play a role in the observed associations. For
example, perceived stress severity and social relationships®!-6?

Table 2. Coefficients for direct and indirect paths among study variables.

Alcohol Use B b SE p
Grandiose Traits 0.023 0.001 0.003 0.634
Vulnerable Traits —-0.082 —-0.010 0.006 0.093
Enhancement Motives 0.258 0.320 0.070 0.000
Social Motives 0.252 0.291 0.061 0.000
Coping Motives 0.113 0.128 0.060 0.034
Conformity Motives —-0.120 —0.206 0.079 0.009
Gender (Male = 0) 0.074 0.236 0.141 0.094
Age —0.005 —0.004 0.031 0.901

Enhancement Motives
Grandiose Traits 0.189 0.009 0.002 0.000
Vulnerable Traits 0.132 0.013 0.005 0.008

Social Motives
Grandiose Traits 0.178 0.009 0.003 0.000
Vulnerable Traits 0.073 0.007 0.005 0.147

Coping Motives
Grandiose Traits 0.064 0.003 0.002 0.190
Vulnerable Traits 0.359 0.038 0.005 0.000

Conformity Motives
Grandiose Traits 0.045 0.001 0.002 0.389
Vulnerable Traits 0.250 0.017 0.003 0.000

Note: N=406; X2=12.88, p<.12; RMSEA=.04, 95% Cl (.00-.08), CFI=.99.
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are factors which not only may invite drinking to cope or
conform but also may uniquely interact with narcissism
traits to impact drinking.

Second, students may have responded to self-report sur-
vey items with a social desirability or neutral bias. Although
data were scrutinized for quality (e.g., quickly completed
surveys were removed from analyses), additional consider-
ations are warranted. Although quantity-frequency question-
naires are commonly used self-report methods to assess
alcohol consumption,® future studies may benefit from
exploring alternative options such as the Handheld Assisted
Network Diary (HAND) or the online Timeline Follow-back
(TLFB). Both instruments have shown acceptable reliability
and validity when used with college students®*®> recording
comparable levels of alcohol intake.®® Using either the HAND
or the TLFB in conjunction with a drink visual to standard-
ize results®” and including an additional quantity and fre-
quency measures within a longitudinal study could
prove useful.

Third, although the current study sample was not
unexpected given sampling from a predominately white
institution and predominantly female major, due to the
sample consisting primarily of white females, findings
may not generalize to other populations. Additional
research is needed to replicate the current study findings
with male and gender diverse and racially and ethnically
diverse college student samples. This will be particularly
important given the narrowing but known differences in
alcohol use behaviors across genders” and some evidence
of drinking motive differences across genders and
racial-ethnic groups.®®®® Further, as college campuses
become increasingly racially and-ethnically diverse, a
closer examination of intersections between how narcis-
sistic traits, which are concerned with the self, are expe-
rienced by marginalized groups or those who seek
belonging and are linked to drinking motives and alcohol
use is needed. These unique experiences may have
important implications for drinking motives, highlighting
the need for future research.

Enhancement
Motives
** .e
.\9 7*%*
Grandiose g Social
Traits Motives 25y
o Alcohol Use
»
N
- - (QxF)
Vulnerable 3GEE Coping .
Traits > Motives
**
<5, Fay '.\(\’
Conformity
Motives

Figure 1. Structural model for association among study variables. Only statistically significant pathways are displayed. Standardized pathways displayed.

Measurement errors have been omitted for clarity. *p<.01; **p <.001; ***p <.001.
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Fourth, although students are more likely to exhibit nar-
cissistic traits at a subclinical level, future research would
benefit by employing a diagnostic interview to identify the
extent of narcissism pathology across campuses. This may
provide additional important insights into the ways narcis-
sism is linked with alcohol use via cognitive-motivational
factors. Lastly, this study did not account for the distinct
sub-motives which encompass drinking to cope (coping-
anxiety and coping-depression motives), or social tension
reduction.”® Future studies would benefit by using a modi-
fied DMQ-R” or Young Adult Alcohol Motives Scale” to
further investigate the significance of this distinction.

Conclusions and implications

Extending past research to investigate both grandiose and
vulnerable traits and a range of drinking motives, we found
that drinking motives mediate the relations between these
traits and alcohol use among college students. Specifically,
findings suggest that subclinical narcissistic traits may be a
risk factor for diverse drinking motives and therefore alcohol
use, given motives are linked with use in this population.
Findings may inform efforts to reduce the harm associated
with alcohol use among college students by identifying indi-
viduals particularly at risk for greater engagement. Such
efforts can include campus-wide engagement and awareness
programs addressing what factors contribute to particular
drinking motives, motivation and motivation-related thera-
peutic approaches to better align student health behaviors
with values relevant to their self-concept, and behavioral
interventions administered by campus mental health counsel-
ors to better manage alcohol intake upon under external and
internal influences. Further, findings may inform intervention
efforts by campus counseling centers to foster help-seeking
behaviors, especially among students who exhibit narcissistic
personality traits, given evidence of the impact of these traits
on treatment engagement and outcomes.”>’* Finally, these
findings may inform prevention efforts for those with narcis-
sistic traits or disorders and this study highlights the unique
roles different drinking motives play in alcohol use behavior
for those with grandiose and vulnerable traits.
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