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Avoiding or ignoring: How do grandiose and vulnerable narcissists differ in 

responding to cognitive dissonance and brand avoidance? 

 

Abstract 

 

‘Narcissism’ has recently been a topic of interest and curiosity in marketing research. 

Although research in psychology has identified two types of narcissism, known as grandiose 

(or overt) and vulnerable (or covert) narcissism, little is known about how these forms of 

narcissism vary and respond to self-discrepancy and dissonance. Built upon the theory of 

cognitive dissonance and theory of ‘narcissism’, this research aims to find out if dissonance 

triggered by self-discrepancy could lead to avoiding tendency of a brand and whether two 

types of narcissism (grandiose vs vulnerable) makes a difference in the process. And if brand 

avoidance can be used as a strategy especially for narcissists to cope with self-discrepancies, 

eliminate or reduce dissonance. Our study highlights the need for marketers to understand 

narcissistic targets more clearly in order to develop successful branding strategies. 
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1.Introduction 
 
Narcissism, known as super self-absorbed and haughty (Wink, 1991), are good at endorsing 

positive illusions about themselves while minimizing information which challenges their 

positive self-images (Pincus & Lukowitsky, 2010). Krizan and Herlache (2018) suggested 

there are two different forms of narcissism: grandiose vs vulnerable. The key feature of both 

is an unjustifiable pretentiousness indicating an excessive tendency for self-enhancement and 

motivations of protecting the positivity towards oneself (Lee et al., 2013; Sedikides & Gregg, 

2001). In social psychology, narcissists manipulate or emotionally abuse others by creating 

cognitive dissonance which triggered by holding conflicting cognitions and generated 

confusion, shame, guilt, or simply second-guessing of oneself. While doing so, they hold 

grandiose self-views and are less conscious of self-doubts or self-recrimination (Brown & 

Bosson, 2001). If narcissists are considered as possessing ‘an iron tower self’ with excessive 

self-confidence who are clever at deflecting undesirable messages (Sedikides & Gregg, 2001, 

p. 238), will they ever have the feeling of dissonance or conflicts within themselves? Another 

stream of research holds the opposite views which interpret narcissism as grandiosity masking 

vulnerability, which is a kind of grandiosity to boost or increase a rather fragile self-esteem. 

Under such condition, how would narcissists react to the conflicts of self-views and dissonant 

feelings encountered, and should the different nature of two forms (grandiose vs vulnerable) 

be discussed? 

 

Originally defined as a psychological uncomfortable state caused by the inconsistency 

between two or more cognitive elements, cognitive dissonance has been served as a corner 

stone in social psychology. One of the most identified antecedents that results dissonance is 

self-discrepancy (Higgins, 1987). Self-discrepancy theory asserts a comparison mental 

process concerning the actual self and a reference value (e.g., ideal self, ought self) where the 

mismatch could cause an experienced feeling of discrepancy (Higgins, 1989) and 

consequently lead to cognitive dissonance. Higgins (1984) indicated three dimensions of self, 

which are actual self, ideal self, and should self. Each dimension represents a series of 

attributes that individuals believe he/she actually hold, want to have, or ought to have (Carver 



et al,1999). However, previous study has not clarified how specific discrepancy influences 

dissonance magnitude and corresponding coping strategy. In this study, we will look into if 

ideal actual self-discrepancy and ought actual self-discrepancy in particular to study cognitive 

dissonance. To date, there is only one study employed self-discrepancy to narcissism (Barnett 

& Womack, 2015). It finds that pathological narcissism is highly associated with undesired 

self-concepts and provides evidence of incremental validity for self-discrepancies in 

measuring narcissism. Nevertheless, what we focus here is nonpathological narcissism, a 

personality trait rather than a disorder trait from a marketing perspective.  

 

Since dissonance can cause significant consequences in consumer behavior (e.g., consumer 

dissatisfaction, (Keng & Liao, 2009); negative WOM, (Hunt, 1970); strong complaint 

intention, (Soutar & Sweeney, 2003), Appeared as a psychological discomfort, cognitive 

dissonance internally drives individuals to alleviate its tension. In order to reduce dissonance, 

individuals may adopt either cognitive (e.g., trivialization or change of cognitions, Reilly et 

al, 2020; devaluation of foregone opportunities, Arkes et al, 2016) or behavioral strategies 

(e.g., product return, Keng & Liao, 2009; maintenance of brand loyalty, Choi et al, 2019). But 

dissonance research in marketing area has long ignored consumer differences in terms of their 

grandiose VS vulnerability traits to psychological discomfort, considered as dissonance. For 

one reason, we aim to address the significant relevance of narcissism in our paper. In 

particular, how would narcissism deal with dissonance (e.g., actively or passively)? Do 

different types of narcissists make a difference? For another, narcissists are recognized as the 

attractive targets for brand consumption considering their preference of conspicuous lifestyles 

and materialistic behavioral tendencies for the enhancement of self-importance, uniqueness 

(Pilch & Górnik-Durose, 2017). There has been increasing research interests of how two 

forms of narcissism impacts consumer behavior such as brand loyalty (Fastoso et al 2018; 

Neave, Tzemou & Fastoso, 2020). Nevertheless, if the value claimed in the study above could 

bring joy, entitlement and motivations to maintain the loyalty, what would happen when 

dissonance occur, will they actively avoid a brand instead or they just do not care? Will 

different forms of narcissism make a difference? This arouses another interesting research 

question in brand consumption, which is brand avoidance. Specifically, is brand avoidance a 



passive coping strategy for dissonance reduction and how would narcissism influence it? 

 

In sum, despite initial research of narcissist’s consumption behavior, it is unclear how the two 

forms of narcissism react differently on self-discrepancy, dissonance coping and brand 

consumption. This research addresses these gaps in the literature by proposing a theoretical 

framework linking all the points mentioned above. At the heart of our conceptual paper, we 

introduce and provide theoretical hypothesis how two forms of narcissists (grandiose vs 

vulnerable) influence the relationships between self-discrepancies (ideal actual self-

discrepancy vs ought self-discrepancy), cognitive dissonance. We next demonstrate the 

evidence of whether brand avoidance could be utilized as a dissonance coping strategy for 

narcissists especially and how grandiose and vulnerable narcissists may differ. Finally, we 

discuss future research direction. Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to the theory of 

cognitive dissonance implying the distinctive attributes and influence of the narcissists on 

brand consumption.  

 

 

2.Literature review and hypothesis development  
 

2.1 Theory of cognitive dissonance, self-discrepancy and brand avoidance  
 
The original theory of cognitive dissonance suggests that cognitive discrepancy between two 

or more elements (e.g., a person’s belief, attitudes, behavior) could lead to a psychological 

uncomfortable state (Festinger, 1957), associated with emotions of anxiety, insecurity or 

doubt (Montgomery & Barnes, 1993) as synonymous with feelings of regret or remorse 

(Insko & Schopler, 1972). It can easily lead to negative WOM (Gistri et al, 2019), complaint 

intention (Kansal & Goel, 2019), negative repurchase intention (Stroud, 2017). When 

dissonance occurs, individuals are motivated to diminish such negative intrapersonal state by 

reducing or relieving psychological tensions, which enables them to restore psychological 

balance (Brehm, 1956; Festinger, 1957) through changing behavioral or cognitive elements 

(e.g. attitudes, behaviour or beliefs), environmental elements by avoiding heterogeneous 

information; adding new cognitions. Ong (2018) suggest that cognitive inconsistency can be 



eliminated via situation-focused modification that contains actual behavioural enactment(s) to 

alter the experienced conflict(s) or cognition-focused modification that includes only belief 

and/or perceptual alterations of the experienced conflict (s). For example, they may try to 

recall the inconsistent behavior by returning or switching their loyalty to another brand. In 

this study, we specifically look at self-discrepancy as one kind of cognitive discrepancy to see 

whether it makes a difference to the theory.  

 

Higgins (1987) suggests that self-discrepancy involves a comparison mental process of actual 

self and a reference value, and the valence of discrepancy is determined by the level of 

mismatch in between. For example, seeing the actual self as discrepant from a desirable 

reference might lead to cognitive dissonance. Higgins (1989) asserts that there are three 

dimensions for self, including the actual self, the ideal self, and the ought self.  

And each dimension contains a series of features that the individual believes he/she actually 

have, want to possess, or should have (Carver et al, 1999) so that people have the motivation 

to achieve a goal that actual self matches with ideal and ought self. In specific, the match 

between actual and ideal self relates to promotion orientation while the match between actual 

and ought is associated with a prevention orientation (Pham & Avnet, 2004). Such self-

discrepancy can occur in areas such as one's intelligence, self-image, or uniqueness even 

belongingness of a social group (Boldero & Francis, 2002). Mandel and his colleagues’ 

review (2017) consider brand consumption as a way to regulate self-discrepancy in this sense 

since brands are significantly associated with consumers’ self-concepts and they symbolically 

represent consumer’s actual and ideal identity (Chaplin & John, 2005). Belk (1988)’s work 

also introduced the idea of brand as extended self, where brand influences one’s judgment and 

behavior (McConnell, 2011). Therefore, only a brand that provides corresponding symbolic 

vale could close the gap between different self domains. And we believe consumers may 

actively avoid a brand which is inconsistent with one’s ideal self or ought self and triggers 

self-discrepancy. Hence, we propose that,  

 

H1 Ideal actual self-discrepancy is positively associated with cognitive dissonance.  

H2 Ought actual self-discrepancy is positively associated with cognitive dissonance. 



H3 Cognitive dissonance is positively associated with brand avoidance.  

 

2.2 Different forms of narcissism and moderating effect  
 
Rooted in Greek mythology, narcissism refers to a grandiose self-identity and an excessive 

fantasy involving personal achievements, uniqueness, arrogancy, desirability of envy and 

entitlement with little empathy towards others (Campbell & Foster, 2007, p. 116), which can 

either be a personality disorder or a personality trait (Sedikides et al., 2007). Krizan and 

Herlache (2018)’s narcissism spectrum model indicates two different forms of narcissism that 

vary in severity and their presentation which are grandiosity vs vulnerability narcissism. A 

key unifying characteristic of grandiose and vulnerable narcissists the extreme concern of 

self-views and a significant motivation of self enhancement (Twenge & Campbell, 2009). 

However, they have distinct attributes. Grandiose narcissists, recognized as grandiose 

‘fighters,’ showing hyper self-esteem, conceitedness, eager desire for success, while 

vulnerable narcissists, identified as ‘worriers,’ demonstrate chronic low inferiority, anxiety 

and strong sense of insecurity (Rhodewalt & Eddings, 2002). When facing negative 

psychological states, narcissists have been found to show more ability in self-regulation than 

non-narcissists in general (Jordan et al, 2003). They apply self-regulatory tactics concerning 

self-enhancement rather than on costs (Krizan & Herlache, 2018) through being hyper 

functional autistics, socioemotionally dull, arrogant and careless to the activities going on 

around them (Sedikides & Gregg, 2001). Nevertheless, findings have been rather inconsistent, 

the psychodynamic ‘mask’ model which suggests that narcissism may actually serve as a 

facet to hide underlying sensory of insecurity and inferiority (Bosson et al., 2007). Hence, it is 

necessary for us to distinguish the different features and influence for the two types of 

narcissism.  

 

Research indicates that grandiose narcissists demonstrate extreme dominance, 

overconfidence, and positive affect when their self-views are conflicting (Krizan and 

Herlache, 2018; Kaufman et al., 2020). By contrast, vulnerable narcissists are more likely to 

detect and fight with conflicts or discrepancies because of the lower self-esteem and self-

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103114001619#bb0120
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.519330/full#B32


importance, stronger feelings of anxiety, depression and nervousness (Kaufman et al., 2020). 

In addition, when examining the association between grandiose vs vulnerable narcissism and 

their self-regulating difficulties. Zhang et al. (2015) found that vulnerable narcissists have 

general emotional regulation difficulties, zero acceptance of affective responses, control 

issues and an absence of affective clarity, while grandiose narcissists are more emotionally 

conscious and cleared (Loeffler et al, 2020). And because grandiose narcissists care less about 

the discrepancies and conflicts, the dissonant feelings can be overridden by the sense of 

entitlement (Howell et al, 2011). In addition, grandiose narcissists tend to show aggressive 

tactic to maintain the positivity of self-views (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), which is to 

bring it out on external environment rather than internalize it (Lobbestael et al., 2014), 

therefore they may feel less dissonance whereas vulnerable narcissism are more likely to 

prompt less aggressive activities when their emotional states are primed. Since dissonance is 

acknowledged as a discomfortable psychological state triggered by discrepancies, associated 

with negative affect (e.g., shame, guilt, anxiety), we propose that,  

 

H4: Grandiose narcissism negatively moderates the relationships between self-discrepancy 

and cognitive dissonance. 

 

H5: Vulnerable narcissism positively moderates the relationships between self-discrepancy 

and cognitive dissonance. 

 

Previous studies have identified narcissism as an important indicator of self-defensive 

mechanism due to their overly favorable self-perceptions, therefore showing higher level of 

defensiveness when holding discrepant self-views (Lee et al., 2013). It is indicated that the 

fundamental difference between the two types of narcissism is that grandiose narcissists tend 

to regulate negative psychological state through overt strategies (e.g., self-aggrandizement, 

devaluation of conflicts or threats, Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001), while given the insecure nature, 

vulnerable narcissists are more likely to rely on the external approval and social acceptance 

(Zeigler-Hill et al, 2006). According to the theory of approach-avoidance motivation (Neaves 

et al, 2020), narcissists ego-defense mechanism could transfer into either approach or 



avoidance behavioral orientation (Foster & Trimm, 2008).  

 

Approach and avoidance orientations drive consumer behavior in different levels, approach 

orientation motivate individuals to get desired or positive results whereas avoidance 

orientation motive them to prevent negative or undesired results (Elliot, 1999). Approach–

avoidance motivations could be associated with self-enhancement and self-protection motive 

of narcissists (Foster & Trimm, 2008). Specifically, the strong intention of positivity and self-

enhancement for grandiose narcissists is associated with approach motivation, whereas the 

concern of reducing negativity and self-protection is positively linked to avoidance 

motivation (Sedikides & Gregg, 2001). Driven by such mechanism, grandiose narcissists tend 

to maintain the connection with brands which represents the glorified self, communicate 

wealth or prestige (Han et al, 2010; Kang & Park (2016). Meanwhile, vulnerable narcissists 

should avoid brands that potentially cause dissonance since avoidance orientation motivates 

them to protect from being further destabilized (Sedikides et al., 2011). In addition, Foster and 

Trimm (2008) also finds that grandiose narcissists may have a rather insensitive avoidance 

reaction system to threats of self-views while vulnerable are hypersensitive, which suggests 

that grandiose are not motivated to address discrepancy and minimize the potential conflicts 

via their defensive system, hence are more likely to provide justifications for threats or 

challenges to alleviate anticipated dissonance instead of taking behavioral actions like 

avoiding certain brands (Campbell et al, 2000; Kernis & Sun, 1994). Therefore, we propose 

that,   

 

H6: Grandiose narcissism positively moderates the relationships between cognitive 

dissonance and brand avoidance. 

H7: Vulnerable narcissism positively moderates the relationships between cognitive 

dissonance and brand avoidance. 

 
3.Future research direction  
 

This conceptual paper aims to provide initial evidence of how different types of (grandiose vs 



vulnerable) narcissism react to self-discrepancy and cognitive dissonance, as well as whether 

brand avoidance can be taken as a dissonance reduction strategy especially for narcissists. 

Apart from empirically testing the proposed hypothesis, we have to take further 

considerations in order to answer research questions. For example, the nature of narcissism is 

complex, the underlying psychological needs for vulnerable narcissists are more relevant to 

social approval while grandiose narcissists are more self-oriented (Foster & Trimm, 2008), 

which is relevant to self-congruity theory (Sirgy, 1982) when studying brand consumption. 

We will explore more on that part to further clarify what is going on for narcissism to either 

avoid a brand or maintain brand loyalty. There are also other concerns, for instance, Hart and 

his colleagues (2017) fail to demonstrate the tendency for both types of narcissists to present 

themselves to gain social benefits, the rationale they gave is that identity is constructed by 

social reputations and self-concepts. In this way, social factor is another factor we will look at 

for future study. By doing so, we aim to provide both theoretical and managerial implications 

for marketers to understand more about how narcissism influences consumer psychology and 

behavioral tendency in brand consumption, especially in dissonance domain.  
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