Narcissism and Decision-Making 1

Running head: NARCISSISM AND DECISION-MAKING

Do Narcissists Make Better Decisions? An Investigation of Narcissism
And Dynamic Decision-M aking Perfor mance
Kaileigh A. Byrne & Darrell A. Worthy
Texas A&M University

In PressPersonality and Individual Differences

Abstract
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high in narcissistic traits was strongest withinesaand, overall, males outperformed females
when foregone rewards were present. While pricgaeh emphasizes narcissists’ decision-
making deficits, our findings provide evidence timalividuals high in narcissistic traits excel at
decision-making tasks that involve disregarding igionus information and focusing on the
long-term utility of each option. Their superiorildip at filtering out misleading information
may reflect an effort to maintain their self-viewavoid ego threat.
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Do Narcissists Make Better Decisions? An Investogabf Narcissism and Dynamic Decision-
Making Performance

The self-loving, center of the universe, arrogagareaniac: narcissist or decision-making
extraordinaire? Narcissists are continuously seagctor ways to flaunt their abilities and
demonstrate their superiority. They crave exteexaltation to maintain their lofty self-image.
Because of their motivation to boost their selfwji@arcissists exhibit a cognitive bias toward
ego-enhancing opportunities. They actively purgieenhancing situations and expect to excel
in tasks with the potential for self-glory (Morf Rhodewalt, 2001; Farwell & Wohlwend-Lloyd,
1998). While narcissism can be used in referentlegelinical construct of Narcissistic
Personality Disorder (NPD) listed in the DSM-IV-TRmerican Psychiatric Assocation, 1994),
it has also been widely studied as a non-clinicdividual difference trait (e.g., Foster &
Campbell, 2007; Morph & Rhodewalt, 2001; Raskin &rfly, 1988). Narcissism as a “normal”
individual trait, as measured by relatively higlr@s on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory
(Raskin & Terry, 1988), can be both beneficial drshdvantageous. On the one hand,
narcissists’ desire for self-enhancement may atteem to focus better on a task and succeed
(Morph & Rhodewalt, 2001; Wallace & Baumeister, 2p(However, narcissists’ success can be
hindered by their own overconfidence.

The irony of narcissists’ confidence in their a®k but failure to live up to their own
expectations is well documented. In achievementadiosy narcissists tend to over-rate their
overall intelligence and cognitive ability (Campb&oodie, & Foster, 2004; Campbell, Rudich,
Sedikides, 2002; Paulhus, et al., 2003; Gabrietelliy & Ee, 1994; Robins & Beer, 2001). In
social settings, narcissists overestimate how thely are liked by their peers (Paulhus, 1998).
They also believe that they contribute more in grdiscussions (John & Robins, 1994) and
creativity tasks than others in the group (Fan&aWohlwend-Lloyd, 1998). Overall,
narcissists’ overconfidence does not seem to higelihto any particular domain or buttressed by
their actual abilities. Although narcissists apgtoaelf-enhancing opportunities with
confidence, their inflated perception of their @las does not predict their success.

While research supports the detrimental conse@seoicnarcissistic traits on
achievement and social success, the effect ofsgasan on decision-making processes is less
explored. One way narcissists can be thwarted ¢rsob-making success is in their willingness
to take risks due to their inflated view of thegial benefits associated with risks (Foster,
Shenesey, & Goff, 2009). Increased willingnesscimeat risks has direct consequences in
situations like gambling. In a task that assess#ithgness to bet, participants were offered a
chance to bet on their answers on a general kngelezbt. Correct answers were given after
participants’ answers and bets had been selecteth \&ith performance feedback provided,
narcissists were still more overconfident in ttagiswers, more likely to take bets, and lost more
points on the task (Campbell, Goodie, & Foster,420Thus, narcissists’ cognitive bias to
maintain their self-concept seems to blind themmfemverse betting costs.

In addition to risk-taking, narcissists also haweincreased sensitivity for immediate
gratification and reward (Rose & Campbell, 2004).t@st narcissists’ proclivity for choosing
immediate rewards, Lakey, Rose, Campbell, & Go@®8) assessed performance on the

! In the present work we examine narcissism as atiarindividual difference trait, as measured biatigely high
scores on the Narcissistic Personality Inventorgsiih & Terry, 1988), rather than the clinicallaghosed
personality disorder. We will refer to individuddgh or low in narcissistic tendencies, or to higtd low NPI
participants when distinguishing between groupgasficipants in our study.
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Georgia Gambling Task (GGT) and the lowa GambliagKI(IGT). As predicted, narcissists
were more overconfident and accepted more betgiGGT. On the IGT, narcissists and non-
narcissists chose equally from the decks on thialtilock of twenty draws. Thereatfter,
however, narcissists consistently chose the disadgaous decks that had larger gains but also
larger losses and an overall negative expectecvalre often than non-narcissists.

Overall, prior research indicates that the charestie cognitive biases of narcissism,
including self-enhancement, reward focus, and taglkag, negatively affects their performance
and success. There is evidence, however, thatss&ei can boost performance in some
situations. For example, narcissists have beenshowerform better under pressure on tests of
motor coordination and math ability (Wallace & Baeister, 2002). Moreover, narcissists’
magnified self-focus can also impact their cogeHperceptual style. Konrath, Bushman, &
Grove (2009) found that narcissists demonstratagparior ability at locating figures in the
Embedded Figures Task, which reflects their fialdiejpendent cognitive style. Narcissists are
less likely to be influenced by others’ beliefs amidrmation when making decisions under
ambiguous circumstances, so it is plausible treit thsregard of social information carries over
to the cognitive domain (Witkin & Goodenough, 197e combination of their disregard for
external information and their superior abilityfield independent conditions may benefit
narcissists in decision-making situations involvimgertainty.

The present study uses a dynamic decision-maksigtheat has been previously
employed to study individuals’ ability to discehretoptimal decision strategy when each choice
affects both the immediate and delayed rewardsuweddérom each option (Worthy, Gorlick,
Pacheco, Schnyer, & Maddox, 2011; Gureckis & L&@)9; Worthy, Otto, & Maddox, 2012).
The dynamic aspect of the task refers todwce-history dependent reward structure, meaning
that the payoff on each trial is dependent on iildials’ sequence of choices on previous trials.
This choice-history dependent task reflects rdaldecision-making situations in which the
consequences of subsequent decisions hinge onrtrexde previously. For example, choosing to
study for an exam, rather than socialize with flgns not immediately rewarding, but in the
long-term it may boost a student’'s GPA and ultinyatgture job prospects. Similarly, a college
graduate may make more money by taking a job imatelgi but attending graduate or law
school may lead to more income earned over theseafrone’s life. In the task the option that
provides a larger immediate reward on each triliessub-optimal choice because selecting it
causes future rewards for both options to dectBwod performance in the task requires
forgoing the option that provides larger immediaeards in favor of an option that provides
smaller immediate rewards, but leads to larger-@mg, cumulative reward.

Prior research on narcissism and decision-makisgbkan limited to tasks that examine
risk-taking and attraction to immediate reward, Hrete has been little emphasis on whether
narcissism enhances the ability to ignore mislgadiformation. Furthermore, prior research
with other decision-making tasks, like the GGT #&a&dl, has shown that individuals high in
narcissistic tendencies performed worse relatiidadse low in narcissistic tendencies (Lakey, et
al., 2008). The task used in the present work allitlw us to investigate whether narcissistic
personality tendencies can be an advantage inidegisaking situations involving uncertainty
and misleading information. Because narcissistd terbe less influenced by social and external
information (Witkin & Goodenough, 1977), high nagism individuals may perform better on a
decision-making task when provided with informatairout the option that they did not select
on each trial. The presentation of information rdgay both the chosen and foregone reward has
been shown to bias participants toward the suby@dtchoice by making immediate rewards
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more salient (Otto & Love, 2010). If individualsghi in narcissistic tendencies are focused on
immediate reward, then they should perform worsemwgresented with information showing
them the more immediately rewarding deck, relatd/aon-narcissistOn the other hand,
narcissists’ indifference toward social informatimay extend to decision-making strategies. If
they are more distrusting of the information abiouégone rewards, then individuals with high
narcissistic tendencies should ignore the inforamaéind persist in figuring out the optimal
decision-making strategy without regard to the ekinformation.

While narcissism has been shown to be detrimentsdme decision-making situations
involving immediate reward and risk-taking, we poedhat it may be an advantage when it
involves ignoring misleading information. Examigithe possible effects of narcissism on
dynamic decision-making performance may enhanc&maonvledge of how narcissistic traits
can positively or negatively impact behavior inlvearld situations. To our knowledge, no
study has investigated how narcissists respondskeading information and how that may
influence their decision-making ability. The resudf the current investigation may broaden our
understanding of the effects of narcissism andstociated traits, like overconfidence, disregard
for social information, and self-enhancement segkamd determine if those traits transfer to
decision-making domains.

2. Method

2.1 Participants. One hundred and sixteen (73 female, 43 male) uraldugte students at Texas
A&M University participated in the experiment foourse credit. In our between-subjects
design, participants were randomly assigned tandition in which foregone rewards were
either present or absent. There were fifty-fivetipgrants in the foregone rewards present
condition and sixty-one participants in the foregoewards absent condition. Participants were
divided into high NPI11=59) or low NP1 (=57) personality groups based on a median split of
scores from the NPMdn=16).

2.2 Materials and Procedure. Participants completed the NPI and decision-matasg on PC
computers using Psychtoolbox for Matlab (versids).Zarticipants first completed the 40-item
NPI in which they selected between one of two statgs, a narcissistic statement and a neutral
statement, that best described their personalitg. NP1 (Raskin & Terry, 1988) is a widely used
research assessment designed for non-clinical pppas to measure individual differences in
the general concept of narcissism. The NPI has bleewn to be a reliable measure of the
narcissism construct with high internal consistefasy83). The normative mean narcissism
score for non-clinical population samples is 15895=6.7; Raskin & Terry, 1988). In the
present study, the mean NPI score was 16856.6. Using a norm meaMgE 15.55), sample
mean M=16.45 or median ldn=16) split to divide participants into high or low nagsistic
tendency groups yielded the same split. The oveshdibility of the NP1 for our sample across
both conditions coincides with the noro=(83). Moreover, internal consistency of the NPI
items is similar between conditions (foregone relsaresent condition=.86; foregone

rewards absent conditioms.81).

After completing the NPI, participants were givestructions for the two-option choice
history-dependent dynamic decision-making taskufeida shows the rewards given based on
the number of times participants had selectedribreasing option over the past ten trials. The
Increasing option gave a smaller immediate rewaad theDecreasing option on each trial, but
rewards for both options increased as the Incrgagption was selected more often. If
participants had selected the Increasing optioalloof the ten previous trials, then they would
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earn 80 points, whereas if they had selected tloedasing option on all ten of the preceding
trials then they would earn only 40 points. Thag, optimal strategy was to repeatedly select the
Increasing option even though it always providesnaller immediate reward.

Experimental conditions were based on the presenabsence of foregone rewards. In
the foregone reward present condition, participamse shown the points they would have
received if they had chosen the alternative deble. gresence of foregone rewards was expected
to bias participants toward the sub-optimal Dedrepsption because participants observed that
the Decreasing option always led to a larger imatedpayoff (Otto & Love, 2010).

Participants completed a total of 250 trials. Thwye given a goal of earning at least
16,000 points on the task, which required thenetect the optimal Increasing option on more
than 60% of the trials. They were told nothing alibe rewards provided for each option or the
choice-history dependent nature of the reward &ira®f the task.

a.
Decision-M aking Task Reward
Structure
140
120 &— Decreasing Deck
Minimum of
-§ 100 Decreasing Option
& 80 .
2 60 - ="
-g Maximum of / —r = =
o 40 Increasing Option 5 e a8 —-=
d]‘ .
20 - =0 Increasing Deck — >
0
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Number of Increasing Option Selections Over theLast Ten Trials
b.

PICKA CARD!

Your Goal:
16000

Points you have received You would have got Your Points:
1795

Figure 1 (a.) Decision-making task reward structuRewards were a function of the number of times
participants selected the Increasing option ovelptievious ten trials. If participants selectesllttcreasing
option on all ten of the previous trials, then theyuld be at the right-most point on the x-axighiy
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selected the Decreasing option on all ten of tlesipus ten trials then they would be at the leftstqmint on
the x-axis. (b.) Sample screenshot from the fanegmesent condition of the decision-making taskthe
foregone present condition participants were shawvat they “would have got” had they selected thept
option, and in the foregone absent condition onéydard that was selected was overturned on eath tr

3. Results
3.1 Behavioral Analyses

The total proportion of trials in which the Increagsoption was selected was computed
and used as the dependent variable. As stated ghanteipants were divided into high and low
narcissistic tendencgroups based on a median split for NPI scoxn€16, Range= 3 — 36).
Figure 1 shows the proportion of trials in whichit@pants selected the Increasing option in
each condition. A 2 (Narcissistic Traits: Low ¥8gh) X 2 (Condition: Forgone Rewards:
Present vs. Absent) ANOVA revealed a significantm&fect for conditionF(1, 112)=24.36,
p<.001, partiah®=.179. Participants in the foregone rewards absemdition (M=0.647,SD=
0.311) selected the Increasing option significanityre often than those in the foregone rewards
present conditionM =0.419,9D=0.195). A main effect for narcissistic traits vadso present
(F(1, 112)=8.26p=.005, partiah?=.069) in which individuals high in narcissistiaits (M=
0.599,9D=0.284) selected the Increasing option signifigantbre often than individuals low in
narcissistic traitsN|=0.467,SD=0.263).

There was also a marginally significant interacti@tween condition and narcissism,
F(1, 112)=2.77p=.099. To examine the locus of the interaction pegormed pairwise
comparisons between individuals low and high ircisaistic traits within each task condition.
Because the interaction was only marginally sigatiit, we performed a Bonferroni correction
and used a critical value of p=.025 to controlrfarltiple comparisons. Within the foregone
absent condition there was no difference betweeticants high 1=0.675,50=0.179) and
low (M=0.619,9D=0.210) in narcissistic trait§59)=-1.12 p>10. However, there was a
significant difference between participants hiyh=0.524,90=0.321) and lowNI=0.315,SD=
0.269) in narcissistic traits in the foregone pnes®ndition t(53)=-2.62,p=.011.

Proportion of Increasing Options
0.80 - SeleCted

0.70 A
0.60 -

0.50 - & Low Narcissism

0.40 - # High Narcissism

0.30 A

Proportion Increasing

0.20 A

0.10 -
Foregone Present Foregone Absent
Reward Condition

Figure 2. Proportion of increasing options selettasied on condition and narcissism group.
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To assess whether possible fatigue effects occutregroportion of times the
Increasing option was selected in the first antd188 trials was computed and assessed. A 2
(Narcissistic Traits: Low vs. High) X 2 (ConditioRorgone Rewards: Present vs. Absent)
ANOVA for the first 100 trials showed that the maiffiects of conditionK(1, 112)=11.62,
p=.001, partiah?= .301) and narcissistic trait group(l, 112)=48.32p<.001, partiah?=.094)
were still significant and revealed the same effébe Condition X Narcissism interaction was
also significant in the first 100 trials of the kaB(3, 112)=7.53p=.007, partiah?=.063. For the
final 100 trial block, the main effect of conditievas still presentq(1, 112)=6.28p=.014,
partialn®=.053), but the effect of narcissistic traits was maintained (1, 112)=2.45p=.12),
suggesting that trial fatigue dissolved the narsigstrait advantage, or that low narcissistigttra
individuals eventually learned the correct strategthe task.

3.2 Gender Effects

Next, we examined any possible effects of gendetemision-making performance. Our
sample contained significantly more females73) than malesne43), x? (1)=7.76,p=.005, and
a2 (Narcissistic Traits: Low vs. High) X 2 (CondminForgone Rewards: Present vs. Absent)
chi square test indicated thatles and females were unevenly distributed acoyvgshd high
narcissistic trait groupg” (1)=7.52,p0=.007. There were significantly more males in tighh
narcissistic trag group =29) compared to the low narcissistic traits grengl4),y* (1)=5.23,
p=.022. However, there was no significant narcigstsait group difference for females in the
high (h=30) compared to low narcissistic traits gronp43),y* (1)=2.32,p>.10.

We conducted a 2 (Narcissistic Traits: Low vs. Hi¥2 (Condition: Forgone Rewards:
Present vs. Absent) X 2 (Gender: Females vs. M#lesg¢-way ANOVA to examine the role of
gender on performance. The main effect for coodifF(1, 108)=19.13p<.001, partiah’=
.150) and narcissistic traits remained signific&t, 108)=5.61p=.02, partian®=.049. There
was also a main effect for gendefl, 108)=8.01p=.006, partiah?=.069. Overall, males\(=
.64,9D=.21) outperformed femaledE .48, SD=.30).

The 2 (Narcissistic Traits: Low vs. High) X 2 (Catnah: Forgone Rewards: Present vs.
Absent) X 2 (Gender: Females vs. Males) three-wtgraction was not significanp¥.10).

There was a significant 2-way interaction for Caioti X GenderfF(1,108)=5.80p=.018,
partialn®= .051. Pairwise comparisons for gender within @slup showed that maled€ .61,
D=.23) chose the Increasing option more than femaes 31,SD=.30) in the foregone
rewards present conditiot(§3)=-3.80 p=.086), but performance between femaMs.64,
D=.21) and maled=.67,SD=.18) did not differ in the foregone rewards absmmtdition,
t(59)=-.636 p>10. Although the main effect of narcissistic traitss retainedp=.02), the two-
way Narcissistic Traits X Condition interaction wattenuated when gender was included in the
analysisF(1, 108)=1.76p=.187, partiah®=.016.The effect of narcissistic traits influencing
performance in the foregone rewards present tasiesent in both genders, but is stronger in
males. High NPI malesV=.70,3D=.12)selected the Increasing option 27% more often kban
NPI males M=.43,9D=.31), whereas high NPI femalell€.36,3D=.37)selected the Increasing
option 9% more often than low NPI femal®4<27,3D=.25).

4. Discussion

Overall, individuals who scored higher on the NBiperformed low NPI individuals in a
decision-making task that involved forgoing an optihat provided larger immediate rewards
and selecting an option that provided smaller imatedewards but larger delayed rewards.
The advantage for individuals higher in narcissisghdencies was most pronounced when
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participants had to ignore misleading informatieovided by foregone rewards. The fact that
individuals high in narcissistic tendencies exatb¢ the task when foregone rewards were
present suggests that they have a superior atalighore misleading, ambiguous information
when making decisions. While past research has shioat narcissists are biased toward
immediately rewarding options, the present studshthat they are actually better at
disregarding information that explicitly reveal® tbption with higher immediate gains. The
incongruence between narcissists’ inflated seliwaad their actual ability in achievement and
decision-making tasks is absent in our findings tl@ncontrary, narcissist’s superior perception
of themselves based on NPI self-report was comgigtigh their decision-making performance.

It is reasonable to contend that high NPI individygerform better on the foregone
rewards task because they are high achievers amaich, narcissism is a product of their
success rather than a causal factor. If this werease, however, we would expect high NPI
individuals to excel in both the foregone presemt absent conditions, but our results do not
support this proposition. Although high NPI indluals performed slightly better in the
foregone absent condition, there was a signifiea@ntntage for narcissists only in the foregone
present condition.

Narcissists are not as tempted to choose immeglzates in this task, even though it is
within their self-schema to approach reward (Roseanpbell, 2004; Lakey et al., 2008). These
results are surprising when one considers thaissasts are characteristically biased toward
risk-taking and gain to enhance their self-images{ér, Shenesey, & Goff, 2009; Campbell,
Goodie, & Foster, 2004). One possibility to expléiase results could be that high NPI
individuals focus more on the task because thege&xpemselves to do well. They may be more
motivated to reach the goal because they viewasle as an opportunity for self-enhancement.
Consequently, because of their increased effagt; tigure out the best strategy faster.

An alternative explanation for narcissists’ supepgerformance at filtering information
supports Konrath et al. (2009)’s finding that nss@m is linked to a field independent,
analytical cognitive-perceptual style. Althoughassists are cognitively biased toward reward,
this tendency is overridden by their ability toatisbed information from its context. This
capability helps them both in their goal of sucaegan the task and on a self-enhancement
opportunity.

4.1 Gender and Decision-M aking

Although the primary goal of our study was to exaeinow narcissistic traits affected
decision-making, we also found that gender diffeesnwvere evident. Consistent with previous
findings in which males score higher on the NPhtfeanales, more males were in the high NPI
group in our study (e.g., Gabriel, et al., 1994;riyVi& Rhodewalt, 2001; Foster et al., 2003). We
also found that males chose the optimal Increagpiign more often overall. This result is
consistent with prior research on the IGT in whichles demonstrated a slight advantage over
females on the decision-making card task (Reav®@v&rman, 2001). However, we found a
significant interaction between gender and taskditmm, and pairwise comparisons within each
task condition demonstrated that males performguifgiantly better than females only in the
foregone present condition.

Both male and female high narcissism participaotpa&rformed low narcissism
participants of the same gender when foregone dswaere present. However, the advantage
for high narcissism participants was more pronodnoenales than in females. The ability to
identify and appropriately ignore misleading infaton was most prevalent in males higher in
narcissistic tendencies. Before over-generaligiegmpact of gender on decision-making,



Narcissism and Decision-Making 9

however, it is important to note that the gendéedences we found are exploratory, as we did
not have any a priori hypotheses regarding theabtgeender on decision-making behavior.
Future research should examine the role of gentkpassible interactions between gender and
additional personality variables on decision-makpegformance.

4.2 Implications and Future Directions

The results from our study indicate that narcisssmmot entirely detrimental in all
decision-making circumstances. By ignoring extemfarmation, high NP1 individuals make
better choices in ambiguous decision-making sibmatiand are less susceptible to being fooled
by misleading information. Perhaps, narcissistize#hat being deceived by misleading
information could damage their ego, and, thus, #reyespecially attuned to situations that could
detract from their grandiose self-view (Bushman &Bheister, 1998; Farwell & Wohlwend-
Lloyd, 1998; Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). While indiwidls with narcissistic tendencies may be
show-offs and risk-takers, there also appears @nb&spect of them that can focus well and
effectively filter out relevant information from #&neous details.

The findings of our investigation build on priosearch with the GGT and IGT that has
found that higher narcissistic tendencies are @s®utwith a poorer ability to discern the
optimal decision-making strategy (Lakey, et alQ&0 Our experiment was novel in that
providing misleading information involved not orflguring out the best strategy, but also
realizing that the foregone reward information lggmmesented was misleading and would impair
performance. Contrary to their performance on tl&r'@nd IGT, high narcissism individuals in
the present experiment actually demonstrated afisigmt performance advantage when the task
entailed filtering through misleading informatidithile high narcissism individuals are
characteristically self-focused and drawn to imragzlreward, they were, in fact, more skilled at
discerning the foregone reward information as deejn our experiment. Thus, it appears that
their ability to ignore external information can lbeneficial in decision-making. This finding is a
step forward in understanding how narcissistidgrainction and how they affect decision-
making behavior in uncertain and misleading situei

The ability to identify and ignore deceptive infaation is adaptive and evident in real-
life situations. Often, misleading information iepent when making decisions, for example,
when making financial decisions or on academic iplelchoice tests. For instance, a credit card
with immediately low interest rates that rapidlgrease, or a test problem with two very similar
choices are real-life decision-making scenario$ déceptive details that many individuals
encounter. Further research should be aimed astige#ing other domains in which narcissists’
superior ability at perceiving misleading inforntattias deceptive can be applied. While the
present experiment examined how narcissistic tediescted performance in responding to
misleading information during decision-making, atheeas such as social situations, financial
scenarios, commercial advertisements, and multpteee tests offer additional domains in
which identifying and ignoring misleading informai could be advantageous.

4.3 Limitations

As stated above, the narcissism construct invdstiga this study is limited to individual
differences in narcissism as an enduring traihenathan a clinical pathology. In generalizing
these findings and comparing it to previous redeatshould be noted that our sample was
limited to undergraduate university students apipnately 18-22 years old. Furthermore, the
female to male ratio was skewed toward female @pénts. Additional research is needed to
determine how the findings of the present studylmextended to other age demographics,
clinical samples, or predominantly male populations
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While we investigated the narcissism constructramdividual difference factor that
accounts for variability in decision-making, otherderlying personality characteristics may also
affect decision-making. Additional traits, suchtlas Big 5 personality factors, may interact with
narcissism. Future work is needed on the interaaifaarcissism with other personality traits in
order to gain a fuller understanding of how persiondifferences as a whole can influence
responses to misleading information and decisiokimgabehavior.
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