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Narcissistic leaders:  
even children fall for their superficial charms 

Eddi Brummelman 

We live in an age of narcissistic leadership. Around the world, we are witnessing the 
rise and fall of narcissistic leaders – people who hold grandiose views of themselves, 
who believe laws and regulations don’t apply to them, and who crave the respect and 
admiration of their followers. 

Could narcissistic leadership have roots in childhood? As psychologists, my 
colleagues and I set out to investigate. 

Narcissism is a personality trait that is characterised by an inflated sense of self-
importance and entitlement. Our work shows that narcissism develops in childhood. 
From the age of seven, there are stable differences between children in their levels of 
narcissism. Narcissistic children are more likely to make claims such as “I am a very 
special person”, “kids like me deserve something extra”, and “I am a great example 
for other kids to follow”. 

As adults, narcissists often emerge as leaders in groups. Narcissists captivate others 
with their alluring charm, bold vision, and unshakeable self-confidence. 

Given that children spend most of their free time at school in groups, we wondered 
whether narcissistic children would be seen as leaders by their peers. They may be the 
playground’s prime ministers. 

For our study, we recruited a sample of 332 children between the ages of seven and 
14. We assessed their narcissism levels and then asked children to write down the 
names of classmates whom they perceived as a “true leader”. We explained that a 
leader is “someone who decides what a group does, someone who’s the boss”. 

Narcissistic children were often seen by their classmates as true leaders. The 
association between narcissism and leadership was so consistent that it emerged in 
96% of all the classrooms we investigated. 

So now we know that narcissistic children often emerge as leaders in their 
classrooms. But do they actually excel as leaders? 

To address this question, we invited children to perform a collaborative task. They 
formed a three-person committee to select the best police officer from several 
candidates. They received detailed descriptions of each candidate, with attributes 
such as “likes helping other people”, “is good at karate”, and “is afraid of the dark”. 
The task was designed so that children could only identify the best candidate when 
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they shared information about candidates with their group members. Collaboration 
was key. 

We randomly assigned one child to be the leader. This child sat at the head of the 
table and was responsible for guiding the group discussion and making the final 
decision. 

Despite having positive perceptions of their own leadership skills, narcissistic 
children did not excel as leaders. Compared to other leaders, they did not show better 
leadership and did not guide their groups to better performance. They were perfectly 
average. 

Babies full of hot air are often picked to lead for the wrong reasons. Shutterstock 

If narcissistic children didn’t actually excel as leaders, why did their classmates still 
see them as true leaders? Children, like adults, may take the big talk of narcissistic 
individuals at face value. Indeed, people are often unable to look through the 
narcissistic façade, mistaking confidence for competence. 

This might help us understand what drives people to choose narcissists to lead them 
but it doesn’t mean that adult narcissistic leaders should be compared to children. It 
is concerning that former US president Donald Trump was, at various points, 
described as a “toddler in chief”, “an insecure boasting little boy” and “a spoiled five-
year old throwing a tantrum”. That’s not only unfair to toddlers but also legitimises 
Trump’s behaviour while in office. An adult can be considered accountable for 
inciting violence and undermining democracy; a toddler cannot. 

In 1931, Sigmund Freud wrote that narcissists “impress others as ‘personalities’” and 
are well-suited “to take on the role of leaders”. Our work shows, however, that 
narcissists excel at impressing others – not at leading others. As a society, we should 
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be more careful about selecting our leaders based on their competence rather than 
their confidence. 

Eddie Brummelman / Assistant Professor and Jacobs Foundation Research Fellow 2021-2023, Research Institute of 

Child Development and Education, University of Amsterdam  
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Narcissism and Leadership in Children  
Eddie Brummelman , Barbara Nevicka, Joseph M. O’Brien 

Abstract 

Some leaders display high levels of narcissism. Does the link between narcissism 

levels and leadership exist in childhood? We conducted, to our knowledge, the first 

study of the relationship between narcissism levels and various aspects of leadership 

in children (N = 332, ages 7–14 years).  

We assessed narcissism levels using the Childhood Narcissism Scale and assessed 

leadership emergence in classrooms using peer nominations. Children then 

performed a group task in which one child was randomly assigned as leader. We 

assessed perceived and actual leadership functioning.  

Children with higher narcissism levels more often emerged as leaders in classrooms. 

When given a leadership role in the task, children with higher narcissism levels 

perceived themselves as better leaders, but their actual leadership functioning did 

not differ significantly from that of other leaders.  

Specification-curve analyses corroborated these findings. Thus, children with 

relatively high narcissism levels tend to emerge as leaders, even though they may 

not excel as leaders. 
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Abstract 

Group decision making should be particularly beneficial when group members share 
unique information, because then a group can make a better decision than each 
group member alone.  

This study examined how elementary-school children share unique information 
during group decision making. Seventy-nine groups of 3 same-sex and same-age 7- 
and 9-year-old children (N = 237) had to decide which 1 of 2 hypothetical candidates 
should play the lead role in a school musical.  

When information was unshared, group members had to exchange their uniquely 
held information to identify the best candidate. Only a minority of groups picked the 
best candidate when information was unshared.  

Yet, groups of 7-year-old children were better at identifying the best candidate and 
were less likely to focus on the discussion of shared information than groups of 9-
year-olds.  

These findings are interpreted with reference to processes underlying information 
sharing in groups, namely collective information sampling, preference-consistent 
evaluation, and collaborative inhibition/intersubjectivity. (PsycINFO Database Record 
(c) 2016 APA, all rights reserved) 
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Development and Validation of the Childhood Narcissism 

Scale (2008) 

Sander Thomaes , Hedy Stegge , Brad J. Bushman , Tjeert Olthof & Jaap Denissen  Abstract 

In this article, we describe the development and validation of a short (10 item) but 

comprehensive self-report measure of childhood narcissism. The Childhood Narcissism Scale 

(CNS) is a 1-dimensional measure of stable individual differences in childhood narcissism 

with strong internal consistency reliability (Studies 1–4). The CNS is virtually unrelated to 

conventional measures of self-esteem but is positively related to self-appraised superiority, 
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social evaluative concern and self-esteem contingency, agentic interpersonal goals, and 

emotional extremity (Study 5). Furthermore, the CNS is negatively related to empathic 

concern and positively related to aggression following ego threat (Study 6). These results 

suggest that childhood narcissism has similar psychological and interpersonal correlates as 

adult narcissism. The CNS provides researchers a convenient tool for measuring narcissism in 

children and young adolescents with strong preliminary psychometric characteristics. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00223890802108162?casa_token=t8sYpDf3W5cAAA
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Naturalistic Observations of Schoolyard Social Participation: 

Marker Variables for Socio-Emotional Functioning in Early 

Adolescence  
Robert J. Coplan, Laura L. Ooi, Linda Rose-Krasnor 

Abstract 

The goal of this study was to examine links between observed social participation in 

the schoolyard and indices of socio-emotional functioning in early adolescence. 

Participants were children (N = 290) aged 9 to 12 years. Social participation (e.g., 

solitary play, dyadic interaction, group interaction) was assessed in the schoolyard 

during recess and lunch using behavioral observations. Measures of perceptions of 

peer difficulties (e.g., perceived peer relations, loneliness) and internalizing problems 

(e.g., social anxiety, depression) were provided via maternal ratings and child self-

reports. Results from cluster analyses revealed several subgroups of children 

characterized by distinct patterns of social participation. The groups also differed in 

terms of their socio-emotional functioning. For example, nonsocial children (who 

displayed the most frequent solitary activities) reported the highest levels of 

internalizing problems and more peer difficulties. Results are discussed in terms of 

the utility of observed social participation behaviors as marker variables for socio-

emotional difficulties in early adolescence. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0272431614523134 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00223890802108162?casa_token=t8sYpDf3W5cAAAAA%3AK4VMfXegz9P_eEYR50aKJiDKWr1tk5vgpwkreCSYe8dVYTL_yNGdy9wJPJiXWgGpQIPABIMpvyCufg
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00223890802108162?casa_token=t8sYpDf3W5cAAAAA%3AK4VMfXegz9P_eEYR50aKJiDKWr1tk5vgpwkreCSYe8dVYTL_yNGdy9wJPJiXWgGpQIPABIMpvyCufg
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00223890802108162?casa_token=t8sYpDf3W5cAAAAA%3AK4VMfXegz9P_eEYR50aKJiDKWr1tk5vgpwkreCSYe8dVYTL_yNGdy9wJPJiXWgGpQIPABIMpvyCufg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0272431614523134


Narcissism
†
 

Volume Three. Maladaptation and Psychopathology 

Sander Thomaes  
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First published: 10 February 2016 

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119125556.devpsy316 

Abstract 

The young field of research on youth narcissism has begun to bloom. Narcissism is a 
personality type marked by a sense of grandiosity and a strong need to get attention 
and admiration from others.  

Youth narcissism typically emerges at some point in late childhood or adolescence as 

a derailment of normal self‐development and may yield considerable impairment in 
psychological and interpersonal adjustment. This chapter provides an integrative 
overview of current knowledge on youth narcissism—discussing its historical roots, 
theoretical underpinnings, manifestations, and developmental origins; considering 
pivotal issues regarding assessment, diagnosis, and intervention; and addressing key 
controversies. In doing so, this chapter illustrates the potential of the study of youth 
narcissism to the field of developmental psychopathology, and highlights exciting 
directions for future research. We call for an integrative, interdisciplinary approach to 
studying the development of trait narcissism and narcissistic pathology. 
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Narcissistic leadership 
Author links open overlay panelSeth A.RosenthalTodd L.Pittinsky 

Abstract 

Narcissism—a personality trait encompassing grandiosity, arrogance, self-absorption, 
entitlement, fragile self-esteem, and hostility—is an attribute of many powerful leaders. 
Narcissistic leaders have grandiose belief systems and leadership styles, and are generally 
motivated by their needs for power and admiration rather than empathetic concern for the 
constituents and institutions they lead. However, narcissists also possess the charisma and 
grand vision that are vital to effective leadership. We review and critically assess the 
theoretical and research literature on narcissistic leaders in order to understand the potential 
positive and negative consequences of their leadership, the trajectories of their leadership, 
and the relationship of narcissism to established models of leadership. We conclude that the 
study of narcissistic leaders is inherently limited in scope, and propose a new definition of 
narcissistic leadership in order to reframe the discussion and better incorporate the topic of 
narcissism into the field of leadership studies. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1048984306001111 
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Mirror, mirror on the wall, am I the greatest 

performer of all? Narcissism and self-reported and 

objective performance  

Abstract 

Narcissists are individuals whose personality exudes excessive self-love and 
inflated views of the self. To date, there is no clear understanding how this 
excessive love for the self is related to performance. The present study 
examines whether narcissists' inflated views of their own performance are 
substantiated by objective accounting performance. Our results show that 
individuals who score high on narcissism over-evaluate their performances 
and that their self-assessment is not correlated with objective indicators. 
Indeed, away from the magic mirror on the wall, narcissists are not the 
greatest performers after all. 
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Abstract 

In this article we argue that self-deception evolved to facilitate interpersonal 
deception by allowing people to avoid the cues to conscious deception that might 
reveal deceptive intent.  

Self-deception has two additional advantages: It eliminates the costly cognitive load 
that is typically associated with deceiving, and it can minimize retribution if the 
deception is discovered.  

Beyond its role in specific acts of deception, self-deceptive self-enhancement also 
allows people to display more confidence than is warranted, which has a host of 
social advantages.  

The question then arises of how the self can be both deceiver and deceived. We 
propose that this is achieved through dissociations of mental processes, including 
conscious versus unconscious memories, conscious versus unconscious attitudes, 
and automatic versus controlled processes.  

Given the variety of methods for deceiving others, it should come as no surprise that 
self-deception manifests itself in a number of different psychological processes, and 
we discuss various types of self-deception.  

We then discuss the interpersonal versus intrapersonal nature of self-deception 
before considering the levels of consciousness at which the self can be deceived.  

Finally, we contrast our evolutionary approach to self-deception with current theories 
and debates in psychology and consider some of the costs associated with self-
deception. (PsycInfo Database Record (c) 2020 APA, all rights reserved) 
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“It may be cold comfort in this chaotic era, but Americans should know that there are 

adults in the room. . . . And we are trying to do what’s right even when Donald Trump 

won’t.”—An anonymous senior administrative official in an op-ed published in a New 

York Times op-ed, September 5, 2018 

  

Every president faces criticism and caricature. Donald Trump, however, is unique in 

that he is routinely characterized in ways more suitable for a toddler. What’s more, it 

is not just Democrats, pundits, or protestors who compare the president to a child; 

Trump’s staffers, subordinates, and allies on Capitol Hill also describe Trump like a 

small, badly behaved preschooler. 

 

            In April 2017, Daniel W. Drezner began curating every example he could find 

of a Trump ally describing the president like a toddler. So far, he’s collected more 

than one thousand tweets—a rate of more than one a day. In The Toddler-in-Chief, 

Drezner draws on these examples to take readers through the different dimensions of 

Trump’s infantile behavior, from temper tantrums to poor impulse control to the 

possibility that the President has had too much screen time. How much damage can 

really be done by a giant man-baby? Quite a lot, Drezner argues, due to the 

winnowing away of presidential checks and balances over the past fifty years. In these 

pages, Drezner follows his theme—the specific ways in which sharing some of the 

traits of a toddler makes a person ill-suited to the presidency—to show the lasting, 

deleterious impact the Trump administration will have on American foreign policy 

and democracy. 

 

            The “adults in the room” may not be able to rein in Trump’s toddler-like 

behavior, but, with the 2020 election fast approaching, the American people can 

think about whether they want the most powerful office turned into a poorly run 

political day care facility. Drezner exhorts us to elect a commander-in-chief, not a 

toddler-in-chief. And along the way, he shows how we must rethink the terrifying 

powers we have given the presidency. 

  Close 

C O N T E N T S  

R E V I E W  Q U O T E S  
Introduction  Once upon a Time, a Toddler Was Elected President . . . 

1 Temper Tantrums 

2 Short Attention Span 

3 Poor Impulse Control 

4 Oppositional Behavior 

5 Knowledge Deficits 

6 Too Much Screen Time 
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7 Potpourri; or, A Toddler Sampler 

8 When Caregivers Give Up: Staffing the Toddler in Chief 

Conclusion Will We All Live Happily Ever After? 
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