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Lack of reciprocity and strain: Narcissism as a moderator of the
association between feeling under-benefited and irritation
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Previous workplace research on narcissists has mainly focused on their performance or their
role as leaders. However, little is known about their reaction to work stressors. The current
study examined the moderating role of narcissism in the relationship between lack of
reciprocity (feeling under-benefited) and irritation. Based on the notion that narcissists have
an inflated self-view and a sense of entitlement, we proposed that lack of reciprocity would be
positively related to irritation as an indicator of impaired well-being, and that the reaction to
lack of reciprocity of those scoring high on narcissism should be particularly strong. We tested
these hypotheses in a cross-sectional study with two samples, the first consisting of 106 pilots
in the Swiss air force and the second comprising 103 employees in various Swiss organizations.
In line with our assumptions, lack of reciprocity was positively related to irritation. Moreover,
this relationship was stronger among participants who were high, as compared to low in
narcissism. Practical implications of these results are discussed.
Keywords: narcissism; lack of reciprocity; equity; fairness; stress; irritation; well-being;
work-related stress

Introduction
Previous workplace research on narcissistic individuals has primarily focused either
on their role as a leader, or on their specific behaviours, with findings indicating
lower ratings of leadership quality (e.g., Judge, LePine, & Rich, 2006) and more
counterproductive work behaviour (i.e., behaviour that harms organizations and/or
people in organizations) for people high on narcissism (Judge et al., 2006; Penney &
Spector, 2002). However, very little is known about the way narcissists react to work
stressors. Specifically, it might be assumed that employees with a high level of
narcissism are more vulnerable to certain work stressors. In line with this
assumption, Penney and Spector (2002) found a stronger association between job
constraints and counterproductive work behaviour among people high, as compared
to low, in narcissism. However, this effect could not be replicated in a follow-up study
(Penney & Spector, 2003). Therefore, empirical evidence for the hypothesis that
narcissists may be more vulnerable to stressors is scarce and inconsistent.
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Reciprocity
In the present study, we focused on lack of reciprocity as a work stressor. According
to the principle of equity (Adams, 1965; other norms are discussed by Deutsch,
1975), people expect that their efforts should be rewarded fairly, and get irritated
when this is not the case. Several models in psychology and occupational health deal
with this phenomenon (for instance, distributive injustice, e.g., Homans, 1961; lack of
reciprocity, e.g., Schaufeli, 2006; effort-reward imbalance, e.g., Siegrist, 2002). The
models differ in details, but they all assume that a mismatch between investments and
outcomes is stressful. Some emphasize that the ratio between one’s investments and
outcomes is compared to the ratio of other people (interpersonal comparison, see,
for instance, Adams, 1965); others highlight that the ratio is mainly compared to
internal standards (intrapersonal comparison; for instance, Schaufeli, 2006).
Furthermore, some models assume that receiving too little reward in relationship
to contribution, as well as too much is stressful (e.g., Adams, 1965), others only
postulate negative effects for being under-benefited (for example, Siegrist, 2002).
Regarding the workplace, models are based on the idea that employees expect their
investments concerning the relationships with their supervisors, colleagues, and
organization to be reciprocated (see Schaufeli, van Dierendonck, & van Gorp,
1996). The present study focused on a lack of reciprocity in relation to the organization.
Thus, investments (efforts) represent job demands and stressors to be dealt with, duties
that are imposed on the employee, and individual effort put into work, whereas rewards
consist of salary, esteem, and job security/career opportunities (Siegrist, 2002).
Numerous studies have shown that lack of reciprocity is negatively related to
employees’ physiological and psychological well-being (Schaufeli, 2006). As noted
above, individuals may experience a negative (i.e., feeling under-benefited) or a
positive (i.e., feeling over-benefited) lack of reciprocity. However, in general, receiving
too little has a stronger impact on well-being than receiving too much (e.g., Taris,
Kalimo, & Schaufeli, 2002). In the present study, we therefore focus on negative lack
of reciprocity.

Narcissism
The construct of narcissism has had a long history in clinical as well as in social
psychology (see Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001), and it is also becoming popular in
organizational psychology (Campbell, Hoffman, Campbell, & Marchisio, 2011). In
clinical psychology, narcissism is understood as a personality disorder with clear
diagnostic criteria. However, in social and organizational psychology narcissism is
conceptualized as a dimension on which everyone can be characterized as having a
specific value. From this point of view, individuals differ along a continuum; a recent
study supports this perspective (Foster & Campbell, 2007). Following this, in the
current study we understand narcissism as a normal personality trait that differs
among people. For brevity, we nevertheless refer to ‘‘narcissists’’ and ‘‘nonnarcissists’’ when talking about people with relatively high versus low narcissism
scores.
Narcissism is characterized by a vulnerable and inflated sense of self that is
reflected by arrogance, preoccupation with fantasies of success and power, and a
need for continuous attention and admiration (see Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001).
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Moreover, narcissists’ self-views are not only high but also unstable and, therefore,
fragile (Rhodewalt, Madrian, & Cheney, 1998). A fragile self-esteem implies high
vulnerability. Consequently, negative self-relevant events are likely to be highly
threatening; narcissists have to defend their self-esteem, and they tend to do this by
reacting to negative feedback and social rejection with comparatively strong anger
and aggression (e.g., Twenge & Campbell, 2003). Given their feelings of grandiosity,
sense of entitlement, and expectation of special treatment and privileges, one can
assume that they will show especially strong affective reactions when receiving fewer
rewards than they believe they deserve. As noted above, the likelihood of an
individual evincing a negative reaction to receiving more rewards than they believe
they deserve has been suggested in the literature (Adams, 1965), and such an effect
has been found in some studies (van Dierendonck, Schaufeli, & Buunk, 2001) but
not in others (Taris et al., 2002). For narcissists, a negative reaction to being overbenefited seems especially unlikely; they have a sense of entitlement that precludes
feeling over-benefited, unless the fact that rewards are greater than deserved is
absolutely unambiguous and cannot be explained away by one’s superiority. Our
study therefore focused on feeling under-benefited.
Lack of reciprocity, self-esteem, and narcissism
A reason why the feeling of being under-benefited may be stressful is the perceived
lack of appreciation and respect. In line with this reasoning, Siegrist (2002) noted
that an imbalance between effort and reward can have negative consequences by
weakening a person’s self-esteem and sense of belonging, and such a link between
injustice and the feelings of self-esteem and acceptance has been demonstrated
empirically (e.g., De Cremer, 2002). These findings support the hypothesis that
stressors like lack of reciprocity should represent a threat to self-esteem (see also
Semmer, Jacobshagen, Meier, & Elfering, 2007).
If a threat to self-esteem is, indeed, responsible for the stressful effects of lack of
reciprocity, individual differences in reactions to a lack of reciprocity should be related
to self-esteem. As noted above, narcissists have a high but fragile self-esteem. Fragility
of self-esteem implies that self-esteem is easily threatened, which, in turn, implies that
people high in narcissism should be especially sensitive to anything that might threaten
their self-esteem, and thus to a perceived lack of esteem or respect. We therefore
hypothesize that a lack of reciprocity in terms of under-benefiting is particularly
stressful for narcissists, because it poses a threat to their inflated self-view.
What are the typical reactions that narcissists are likely to show when faced with
a threat to their self-view? Of course, an individual might accept a negative message
about themselves, and this might induce depressed affect. Given the motive for high
self-esteem, however, it seems likely that many people would try to ward off the
threat, and to attack the source of the threatening message (Tracy & Robins, 2004).
In that case, an irritated, angry reaction would be expected. Given their inflated view
of themselves, the likelihood of such reaction seems especially high for narcissists.
Indeed, in previous laboratory studies, threats to one’s self-view were associated with
more aggression and anger among people high, as compared to low, in narcissism
(e.g., Twenge & Campbell, 2003).
Thus, narcissists are likely to react with more irritability when their goal of
maintaining an inflated self-view is threatened. Furthermore, such reactions are
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likely to persist over time. Dickerson and Kemeny (2004) showed that socialevaluative stressors are especially likely to induce strong and persistent elevations in
cortisol. More generally, Martin and Tesser (1996) state that a persistent threat to a
fundamental goal tends to induce rumination. Not surprisingly, therefore, Miller,
Pedersen, Earleywine, and Pollock (2003) speculated that narcissism is linked to
rumination, particularly after a threat to a narcissist’s inflated self-view.
In the organizational stress literature, these two processes  irritability and
rumination  have been subsumed under the label of irritation (see Mohr, Müller,
Rigotti, Aycan, & Tschan, 2006). Research has shown that irritation is associated
with a variety of stressors, such as time pressure and social stressors (e.g., Garst,
Frese, & Molenaar, 2000). Furthermore, irritation plays an important role in the
development of more severe psychological impairments like depression (Dormann &
Zapf, 2002). Irritation therefore strongly suggests itself as a dependent variable.
On the basis of this reasoning, we aimed to test the following two hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1. Lack of reciprocity will be positively related to irritation.
Hypothesis 2. The above relationship will be stronger among participants with high
levels of narcissism than among those with low levels of narcissism.

Method
Two samples were assembled to test our hypotheses. Sample characteristics are
described for each sample separately. However, we pooled the two samples for the
analyses in order to increase statistical power.

Samples
Sample 1
A questionnaire was distributed to pilots of the Swiss air force in the context of a
stress and safety survey. Response rate was 56%. Analyses are based on 106 pilots
(95% males). The age of the participants ranged from 22 to 58 years, with an average
of 35.3 years (SD10.1). Twenty-two percent had completed an apprenticeship, 69%
had a completed college education, and 9% had a university degree. Organizational
tenure ranged from one to 36 years; average tenure was 12.1 years (SD9.7). Most
of the participants (89%) were employed full-time, and the average level of
employment, expressed as percentage of a full-time equivalent, was 96% (SD14%).

Sample 2
Sample 1 was somewhat special in that it contained only one type of job (the
participants were air force pilots) and was predominantly male. To obtain a more
diverse sample of job types and a more equal distribution of males and females, for
sample 2 we approached employees of various organizations in Switzerland and
asked whether they were willing to fill out a questionnaire assessing organizational
well-being. Altogether, four junior research assistants approached 120 employees, of
whom 108 agreed to participate. Five participants had to be excluded from the
analyses due to missing data. Therefore, the final sample consisted of 103
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participants (50% males). The sample included white-collar workers (e.g., secretary,
accountant; 78%) as well as blue-collar workers (e.g., metalworker, butcher; 22%).
Age of the participants ranged from 20 to 61 years, with an average of 34.9 years
(SD11.9). Forty-four percent had completed regular school (nine years) or an
apprenticeship, 43% had completed college, and 13% had a university degree.
Organizational tenure ranged from one to 38 years, average being 6.6 years
(SD8.3). The majority of the participants (60%) were employed full-time, the
average level of employment was 86% of a full-time equivalent (SD21%).

Measures
Lack of reciprocity
Lack of reciprocity was assessed using a scale by vanYperen (1996), adapted by
Janssen (2000). This scale assesses the sense of being under-benefited (i.e., obtaining
too few rewards relative to one’s efforts) but not the sense of being over-benefited
(i.e., obtaining too many rewards relative to one’s efforts). It consisted of six items
(e.g., ‘‘I invest more in my job than I receive in return’’). Responses were measured on
a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). Internal
consistency was good (a .89 for sample 1, a .87 for sample 2, a .88 for the
pooled sample).

Narcissism
Narcissism was measured using a short version of the Narcissistic Personality
Inventory (NPI, Raskin & Hall, 1979; Schütz, Marcus, & Sellin, 2004). The original
NPI contains true-false statements (Morf & Rhodewalt, 1993). As in previous
research (e.g., Penney & Spector, 2002), we used a Likert format instead. The scale
consisted of 15 items (e.g., ‘‘I think that I am someone special’’). In sample 1,
responses were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5
(very much); in sample 2, responses were measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much). To pool the samples, the 5-point scale was transformed
to a 7-point scale. Internal consistency was good (a .86 for sample 1, a .92 for
sample 2, a .90 for the pooled sample).

Irritation
Irritation was assessed with a scale by Mohr (Mohr et al., 2006). It consists of eight
items (e.g., ‘‘If other people talk to me, I often react grumpily’’; ‘‘Even at home
I often think of my problems at work’’). Responses were measured on a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Internal consistency was good
(a .89 for sample 1, a .90 for sample 2, a .89 for the pooled sample).

Control variables
Previous research found irritation to be related to age (Mohr, Rigotti, & Müller,
2005), level of employment (Jacobshagen, Amstad, Semmer, & Kuster, 2005), gender,
and education (Bernhard-Oettel, Isaksson, & Bellaagh, 2008); lack of reciprocity has
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Descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables.

Variables
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a

Gender
Age
Educationb
Level of employment
Lack of reciprocity
Narcissism
Irritation

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

0.73
35.08
91.22
2.97
3.62
2.62

10.98
18.96
1.18
0.99
1.10

.18
.08
.21*
.02
.06
.15*

.08
.08
.04
.10
.20*

.03
.00
.20*
.13$

.04
.08
.06

.05
.46*

.12$

Notes: N  209; a0  female, 1  male; b Education is an ordinal variable, therefore, Spearman Rho
correlations have been computed. In the regression analyses we used a dummy coding for education.
$
p B.10; *p B.05.

been related to gender (Janssen, 2000), education (Taris et al., 2002), and level of
employment (Semmer, Tschan, Meier, Facchin, & Jacobshagen, 2010); and narcissism has been be related to age and gender (Foster, Campbell, & Twenge, 2003).
We therefore controlled for age, gender, education, and level of employment.

Results
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations of all
study variables. We conducted a hierarchical regression analysis to test our
hypotheses with the pooled sample, centring predictor variables around their grand
mean in order to facilitate the interpretation of main effects in models containing
interaction terms (see Aiken & West, 1991). Predictors were entered in the following
steps: (1) gender, age, education, and level of employment as control variables; (2)
lack of reciprocity, and narcissism, and, (3) the interaction between lack of
Table 2.

Summary of hierarchical regression analysis predicting irritation.
Step 1

Step 1
Gendera
Age
Education dummy 1
Education dummy 2
Level of employment
Step 2
Lack of reciprocity
Narcissism
Step 3
Lack of
reciprocity Narcissism

Step 2

Step 3

B

SE of B

b

B

SE of B

b

B

SE of B

b

0.25
0.02
0.09
0.35
0.00

0.18
0.01
0.17
0.26
0.00

.10
.17*
.04
.10
.02

0.22
0.02
0.10
0.35
0.00

0.16
0.01
0.15
0.23
0.00

.09
.17*
.04
.10
.01

0.27
0.01
0.11
0.40
0.00

0.15
0.01
0.15
0.22
0.00

.11$
.14*
.05
.12
.00

0.42
0.11

0.06
0.07

.45* 0.42
.10 0.15

0.06
0.07

.45*
.13*

0.24

0.06

.23*

Notes: a0  female, 1  male.
R2 .06 (p B.05) for Step 1; DR2 .21 (p B.05) for Step 2; DR2 .05 (p B.05) for Step 3.
$
p B.10; *p B.05.
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Interaction between lack of reciprocity and narcissism, predicting irritation.

reciprocity and narcissism. Since we used the pooled sample, we tested whether
including sample type as a dummy variable would influence our results. However,
controlling for sample type yielded no effects, neither in terms of a main effect nor in
terms of interactions with the other predictors. Moreover, including sample type as a
control variable did not change the effects of the other predictors. Therefore, sample
type was omitted from the final analysis, which is shown in Table 2.
In line with our first hypothesis, lack of reciprocity was found to be associated
with irritation (ß .45, p B.05), over and above the control variables. However,
this main effect was qualified by the proposed interaction between lack of
reciprocity and narcissism (ß.23, p B.05), explaining an additional 5% of
variance (f 2 .08). In line with our second hypothesis, lack of reciprocity was
more strongly related to irritation among people with high levels of narcissism
(B0.66, p B.05) as compared with participants with low levels of narcissism
(B0.16, p B.05). The pattern is presented in Figure 1, which shows the
regression lines for participants with values 1 SD above and below the mean,
respectively (Aiken & West, 1991).
Additional analyses with the two samples separately yielded very similar results.
Specifically, the main effect of lack of reciprocity was significant (Sample 1: ß.52,
Sample 2: ß .34; both ps B.05) and was qualified by the interaction between lack of
reciprocity and narcissism in both samples (Sample 1: ß .24, Sample 2: ß.21;
both psB.05).

Discussion
This study examined whether narcissism moderates the association between lack of
reciprocity and irritation. We proposed that a lack of reciprocity is a strong threat to
narcissists’ sense of entitlement and inflated self-view and hence, lack of reciprocity
should be more strongly related to irritation among narcissists.
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In accordance with our hypothesis, lack of reciprocity was more strongly related
to irritation among participants high on narcissism than among participants low on
narcissism. This result is in line with our reasoning that narcissists are especially
sensitive to threats to their self-esteem, because their self-esteem is fragile. As
perceiving that one’s effort is not reciprocated appropriately may constitute a threat
to self-esteem, narcissists should react with especially strong irritation if they perceive
that their effort is not reciprocated. These results complement previous research,
indicating that narcissists react with more anger (e.g., Twenge & Campbell, 2003)
and more counterproductive behaviour (Penney & Spector, 2002) to an obstruction
of an important goal. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to show
that narcissists’ well-being is related to adverse work conditions in terms of lack of
reciprocity.
Interestingly, people high on narcissism did not perceive more lack of reciprocity
in general, compared to people low on narcissism, as indicated by the non-significant
correlations between narcissism and lack of reciprocity. Thus, overall, narcissists did
not feel that they had a worse deal than non-narcissists. This finding contradicts the
result of a previous study, which found that people high in narcissism report higher
interpersonal transgression (e.g., failure to be appreciated adequately) than people
low on narcissism (McCullough, Emmons, Kilpatrick, & Mooney, 2003). However, a
pattern similar to the one found in the current paper was reported in a study on the
effect of perceived unfairness of supervisors’ behaviour among employees with high
but unstable self-esteem (Meier, Semmer, & Hupfeld, 2009). Similarly to narcissists,
people with high but unstable self-esteem have positive self-feelings that are fragile
and need continual validation (cf. Rhodewalt et al., 1998). Employees with high but
unstable self-esteem did not perceive their supervisor’s behaviour to be more unfair
than employees with a high and stable self-esteem. However, they reacted most
strongly to unfair treatment (Meier et al., 2009). Thus, the effect of narcissism or a
high but unstable self-esteem seems to lie in a higher vulnerability to an imbalance or
unfairness, rather than in a general feeling of not being treated adequately.
Our results show that personality has an impact on the relationship between lack
of reciprocity and irritation, indicated by an additional 5% of variance that is
explained by the interaction between lack or reciprocity and narcissism. Compared
to the interaction effects typically found in field research, this is a rather large
amount of additionally explained variance (e.g., Champoux & Peters, 1987).
However, this should not overshadow the fact that lack of reciprocity was strongly
related to irritation in general, as indicated by a zero-order correlation of almost .5.
Thus, lack of reciprocity seems to be a significant threat to well-being in general. This
result is in line with the assumption that lack of reciprocity may threaten one’s selfesteem (e.g., Siegrist, 2002) and that threats to self-esteem are particularly stressful
(Semmer et al., 2007).
Limitations
A number of limitations concerning the current study need to be acknowledged.
First, the cross-sectional nature of the data does not allow any clear inference of a
cause-effect relationship. On the other hand, the interaction mechanism we
hypothesized, and found, is quite specific and not easily explained by a third factor
or any kind of reversed causation. Second, as the study was based on self-report

64

L.L. Meier and N.K. Semmer

data, one could question whether the size of the relationships may be overestimated,
due to common method variance (Semmer, Grebner, & Elfering, 2004). However,
common method variance tends to render detecting interaction effects in moderated
regression, which is inherently conservative already (McClelland & Judd, 1993), even
more difficult (Aiken & West, 1991). Common method variance is therefore not
likely to explain our results.
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Directions for further research
To address the question of causal inferences, we suggest that future studies use
longitudinal designs. Also, diary studies that focus on intraindividual changes in
reciprocity and well-being would be desirable. Future research may also seek to
identify additional job characteristics, besides lack of reciprocity that could be
particularly stressful for narcissists. As noted, narcissists have an inflated and fragile
self-esteem that is easily threatened. Several work characteristics have been identified
as relevant to employees’ self-esteem. To note only a few, previous research has
indicated that self-esteem can be threatened by abusive supervisors (Burton &
Hoobler, 2006), or stressful situations, that are perceived as illegitimate (Semmer
et al., 2007). Therefore, future research may wish to examine whether these stressors
have a stronger negative impact on well-being among people high in narcissism than
among those low in narcissism.
The present study only examined the way narcissists react to the experience of
disadvantage, but not how they react to preferential treatment. As mentioned above,
equity theory (Adams, 1965) and some empirical findings (e.g., van Dierendonck et
al., 2001) suggest that the feeling of being over-benefited may also be stressful. Other
studies, however, found that employees who felt that their rewards exceeded their
investments, showed similar well-being to those who experienced a balance between
their rewards and investments (e.g., Taris et al., 2002). Given narcissists’ feelings of
grandiosity and entitlement, it is reasonable to assume that they would have
difficulty in interpreting a high level of rewards as over-reward. Future research may
therefore consider the role of narcissism or entitlement (Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton,
Exline, & Bushman, 2004) in more detail in equity research.
Practical implications
Our results are in line with previous research (e.g., Schaufeli, 2006, Siegrist, 2002),
demonstrating that a perceived lack of reciprocity is strongly related to irritation,
which has been found to be a risk factor for the onset of depression (Dormann &
Zapf, 2002). Therefore, organizations should strive for appropriate reciprocation of
employee efforts. As reduction of effort is often not a feasible strategy, supervisors
could focus on rewards. Showing appreciation would be especially important, as
esteem seems to be the most important type of reward (van Vegchel, de Jonge,
Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2002). However, not everyone reacts to an imbalance in a
similar manner. For employees with strong narcissistic characteristics, feeling underbenefited is particularly related to impaired well-being. Thus, one should not mistake
the self-assured self-presentation of narcissists as an indicator of a secure self-esteem.
Narcissists need more appreciation than one might assume; and if they do not receive
the appreciation they expect, they may react aggressively (e.g., Twenge & Campbell,
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2003) and with impaired well-being. To the extent, however, that their quest for
appreciation and other rewards is excessive, supervisors may find it difficult to satisfy
this need, as this may be associated with creating inequity for other employees.
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