
 
 

What this research is about 

Young adults tend to engage in risky behaviours like 
drinking and gambling. They also have high rates of 
problem gambling and drinking. This could be due to 
narcissism. Narcissism involves feelings of self-
importance, entitlement, a need for admiration from 
others, and a lack of empathy. At the more extreme 
end, narcissism becomes a personality disorder. Past 
research has found that gambling and alcohol use 
often co-occur with narcissism.  

There are two types of narcissism: grandiose and 
vulnerable. While both share a heightened sense of 
self-importance, grandiose narcissists have extremely 
high self-esteem and are overconfident. Vulnerable 
narcissists have low self-esteem, are insecure, and 
often feel shame.  

The pathway from narcissism to addiction is unknown. 
However, past research has found relationships 
between vulnerable narcissism and shame, and 
between problem gambling and drinking and shame. 
Shame follows a negative life event. It includes strong 
feelings of worthlessness, embarrassment, and 
inferiority. The current study explored if shame might 
explain why narcissism is associated with both 
gambling and alcohol problems. 

What the researchers did 

Participants were 210 young adults from the 
University of Manitoba in Canada. Participants 
completed online surveys at Time 1 and one month 
later at Time 2. 

At Time 1, participants completed the Pathological 
Narcissism Inventory (PNI), a measure of grandiose 
and vulnerable narcissism.  

At both Time 1 and Time 2 (one month later), 
participants completed the Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI), a measure of problem gambling 
severity. Participants were asked how often they 
experienced a number of gambling-related issues in 
the past month. Participants also completed the 
Rutger’s Alcohol Problem Index (RAPI), a measure of 
alcohol-related problems.  

At Time 2 only, participants completed two surveys 
that measured shame in different ways. The Rizvi 
Shame Inventory (RSI) was used to assess participants’ 
tendency to experience shame. The Life Events Scale 
for Students (LESS) measured stressful events that 
might happen to students (e.g., “Missed an important 
appointment”), and how much shame they 
experienced after the event. 

What you need to know 

This study examined the role of shame in the 
pathway from narcissism to addictive behaviours 
in young adults. The results showed that increased 
levels of shame explained the effects of vulnerable 
narcissism, but not grandiose narcissism, on 
problem gambling and drinking. In other words, 
young adults with higher levels of vulnerable 
narcissism had greater feelings of shame to 
various negative events in their life one month 
later. Increased feelings of shame in turn led to 
more severe gambling and drinking problems. 
Reducing shame could be a treatment target for 
young adults with vulnerable narcissism and 
gambling or alcohol problems. 

 

Does shame explain the effects of 
narcissism on problem gambling and 
drinking? 
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The researchers analyzed the associations between 
narcissism and gambling/alcohol problems. They also 
analyzed whether shame mediated, or explained, 
these associations. 

What the researchers found 

Participants with higher levels of vulnerable 
narcissism at Time 1 had more severe gambling and 
alcohol problems at Time 2. Those with higher levels 
of grandiose narcissism at Time 1 had more severe 
alcohol problems at Time 2, but not more severe 
gambling problems. Participants with gambling and 
alcohol problems at both time points reported higher 
levels of shame at Time 2.  

Analyses revealed that shame mediated the 
relationships between vulnerable narcissism and 
alcohol and gambling problems. This means that 
participants with higher levels of vulnerable 
narcissism had greater feelings of shame one month 
later, which in turn led to more severe gambling and 
alcohol problems. There was no pathway from 
grandiose narcissism to problem gambling or drinking 
through shame. 

How you can use this research 

This study identifies shame as a factor in the 
development of addiction for young adults with high 
levels of vulnerable narcissism. Treatment providers 
could target shame in young adults to prevent 
gambling and drinking problems. They could 
especially target shame among vulnerable narcissists. 
Future research could further examine the different 
pathways to addictive behaviours. 
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) has 
partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at 
York University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO 
is an independent knowledge translation and 
exchange organization that aims to eliminate harm 
from gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-
informed decision making in responsible gambling 
policies, standards and practices. The work we do is 
intended for researchers, policy makers, gambling 
regulators and operators, and treatment and 
prevention service providers.   

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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