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Abstract 

Existing trait-based and cognitive models of psychopathy and narcissism fail to provide a 

comprehensive framework that explains the continuum between sub-clinical and clinical 

presentations of those personalities and to predict associated maladaptive behavior in 

different social and cultural contexts. In this article, a socio-cognitive information-processing 

framework for narcissism and psychopathy (SCIPNP) is proposed to explain how 

psychopathic and narcissistic schemata influence the activation of psychological processes 

that interact with social and cultural contexts to display those personalities at a sub-clinical 

level. The proposed framework enables us to predict maladaptive behavior and to explain 

how sub-clinical narcissists and psychopaths develop personality disorders. The SCIPNP 

emphasizes the role of culture in shaping motives, appraisals, behavior and affect. 

Recommendations for future research are provided. 
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Introduction 

Narcissism is characterized by ideas of self-grandiosity and a personal sense of self-

entitlement and psychopathy by callousness, viciousness and antisocial behavior, and both 

traits share a lack of empathy, disagreeableness, exploitative and manipulative characteristics 

(see Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The traits of psychopathy and narcissism are increasingly 

categorized under the broader construct of “dark personalities” (see Furnham, Richards & 

Paulhus, 2013 for a review). The prevalence of psychopathy and narcissism has been 

increasing (e.g., Babiak, Newman & Hare, 2010; Stewart & Bernhardt, 2010), especially in 

specific social, cultural and occupational contexts (e.g., Coid et al., 2009; Stinson et al., 

2008).  

There are two major paradigms in current research into clinical and sub-clinical 

presentations of narcissism and psychopathy: trait theories and cognitive theories. Trait 

theories, such as the trait circumplex model for the dark triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2011) tend to 

describe these personalities as a list of traits, while cognitive approaches such as that of Beck, 

Davis and Freeman (2015a) often focus on the general information-processing model. These 

paradigms are characterized by limitations which are addressed in the framework proposed in 

this article.  

In this article, the Socio-Cognitive Information-Processing Framework for Narcissism 

and Psychopathy (SCIPNP) is outlined to explain the social, cognitive and affective 
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dimensions of sub-clinical narcissism and psychopathy. In the SCIPNP, affective and 

behavioral responses to internal or external stimuli are viewed as resulting from a dynamic 

interaction between bottom-up and top-down processes, which incorporate information from 

one’s cultural background and personal experiences, as well as situational cues. Moreover, 

the SCIPNP explains how the cognitive schemata and specific appraisal processes underpin 

the observed similarities and differences between psychopathy and narcissism. 

 

Current personality theories 

The Trait theory 

The Dark Personality Triad (Jones & Paulhus, 2011) is comprised of three distinctive but 

related socially aversive sub-clinical personality traits: narcissism, psychopathy and 

machiavellianism (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). All three dark triad personalities score low on 

agreeableness (Egan, 2009; Jakobwitz & Egan, 2006; Paulhus, 2001; Paulhus & Williams, 

2002; Vernon, Villani, Vickers, & Harris, 2008; Widiger & Lynam, 1998). However, of the 

three dark personalities, psychopathy is associated with the least remorse and is most 

associated with callousness, impulsivity, thrill-seeking and criminal behavior, while 

narcissism is characterized by grandiosity, egocentrism and a sense of personal entitlement, 

and machiavellianism through strategic manipulation of others (Jones & Paulhus, 2011).  

 The Dark Triad is considered to be a descriptive, rather than functional and process-

based personality model (Collins et al., 2017; Mischel & Schoda, 1995). It does not explain 

the mental processes that underpin the personalities or the causal factors underlying sub-

clinical manifestations of psychopathy or narcissism; the role of social context in fluctuations 

in behavior and emotions (Mischel & Schoda, 1995); or how mental processes and the social 

context interact to affect the display of behavior and emotion (i.e. individual processes-based 

constructs) and their variability over time (Collins et al., 2017). 

The notion of a unified and trait-based dark triad personality can also be challenged. For 

instance, psychopathy and machiavellianism have been found to be negatively related to 

openness and conscientiousness whereas narcissism is not (Jacowbitz & Egan, 2006; Paulhus 

& Williams, 2002). Moreover, psychopathy is much more associated with deviant behavior 

and predicts delinquency and criminality, while machiavellianism and narcissism do not (e.g., 

Buckels et al., 2014; Williams & Paulhus, 2004). Therefore, the three dark personalities may 

actually be less unified than previously thought.  

In light of studies that suggest that machiavellianism is conceptually separate from 

narcissism and is a sub-dimension of psychopathy (Giammarco & Vernon, 2014; LeBreton, 

Binning & Adorno, 2006; Persson, Kajonius & Garcia, 2017) and in contrast to trait 

perspectives, we argue that machiavellianism is best conceptualized not as a distinct 

personality but as a selfish and manipulative strategy employed mainly by psychopaths to 

manipulate others (see Clempner, 2016) but that it can also be used to a lesser degree by 

narcissists (Malesza, 2020).  

Furthermore, trait-based personality theories often postulate that personality is fixed and 

immutable. However, some research suggests that there are culturally specific aspects of 

these traits, and that they may vary across time, context and culture (e.g., Youli & Chao, 

2014).  

 

The Cognitive model of personality disorders 

In their cognitive model of personality, Beck, Davis and Freeman (2015a) suggest that 

personality traits can be conceptualized as an overt expression of the schemata that organize, 

select and synthesize incoming information. Thus, the activation of a specific schema will 

impact on the evaluation of the stimulus, the affective and motivation arousal, and on the 

selection and implementation of specific strategies. The authors suggest that the 
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dysfunctional schemata found in personality disorders are the product of an interaction 

between the individual’s genetic predisposition and exposure to (adverse) life events. 

Accordingly, they argue that “personality disorders represent an exaggeration of adaptive 

personality strategies” (p. 19) which become inflexible and overgeneralized as a consequence 

of challenging experiences. Although these strategies may be considered adaptive in 

evolutionary terms, their rigid nature renders them maladaptive in most contexts. The model 

suggests that personality disorders can also be understood as cognitive profiles - each 

personality disorder is characterized by a composite of beliefs, attitudes, affect, and behavior. 

 Nevertheless, this model does not describe the general narcissistic and psychopathic 

underlying personal needs/motives, cognitive appraisals and processes, or their behavioral 

and affective manifestations in sub-clinical populations. Moreover, it does not address how 

different processes are shaped and how they interact with social and cultural contexts, or their 

relationship with distinct personalities. 

 

Fifty shades of darkness: The sub-clinical and clinical presentations 

The SCIPNP is a framework oriented toward explaining sub-clinical presentations of 

narcissism and psychopathy while explaining why individuals with sub-clinical narcissism 

and psychopathy may gradually develop clinical presentations of narcissism and 

psychopathy.  

Research has examined both quantitative (e.g., degree of severity) and qualitative (e.g., 

type of features, e.g., self-confidence for non-clinical vs. exhibitionism for clinical 

narcissism) continuum between sub-clinical and clinical presentations of narcissism and 

psychopathy (Aslinger et al., 2018; Edens et al., 2006; Vyas, 2015; Woodmass & Connor, 

2018). For example, individuals with both sub-clinical and clinical presentations of 

narcissism and psychopathy have been found to be egocentric, exploitative and to harm 

others, which can impede feelings of intimacy and relationship quality (Ali & Chamorro-

Premuzic, 2010; Campbell & Foster, 2002). They tend to behave in this way in order to 

obtain personal gratification (psychopathy) (Hare, 1999, 2003) or to safeguard self-esteem 

(narcissism) (Campbell, 1999).  

Also, both sub-clinical and clinical presentations of narcissism and psychopathy have 

more or less adaptive facets and sub-types. For example, research has found four distinct 

facets of leadership/authority (more adaptive) vs. exhibitionism/exploitativeness (less 

adaptive) for narcissism (see Grijalva et al., 2015) and four distinct facets for psychopathy: 

affective/interpersonal (more adaptive) vs. lifestyle/antisocial (less adaptive) (Hare, 2003). A 

distinction has been made between two different types of narcissism: grandiose (high self-

esteem, interpersonal dominance, tendency to over-estimate one’s capabilities) vs. vulnerable 

narcissism (low self-esteem, insecure, hypervigilant of criticism) (Malesza & Kaczmarek, 

2018). Similarly, a distinction has been made between two types of psychopathy: primary 

(selfish, manipulative) vs. secondary psychopathy (antisocial, impulsive) (Skeem et al., 2003) 

that have distinct behavioral and affective outcomes (see Gray et al., 2019 - primary 

psychopathy is considered to be more adaptive whereas secondary psychopathy is considered 

to be less adaptive and to be related to impulsive and antisocial behavior).  

Generally, it appears that sub-clinical psychopaths and narcissists present mostly 

adaptive, less severe and flexible features (in comparison to clinical psychopaths and 

narcissists who mostly exhibit rigid, severe, maladaptive and dysfunctional features) (Curry, 

Chesters & Viding, 2011; Johnson, Hawes & Straiton, 2014; Persson, 2013). However, this 

means that such individuals are less likely to achieve communal success and, as such, may 

experience difficulties in maintaining strong friendships, family bonds and romantic 

attachments (Campbell, 1999; Gervais et al., 2013). Nevertheless, it is likely that sub-clinical 

psychopaths and narcissists tend to exploit only their subordinates, while attempting to 



 

 

4 

preserve their relationships with their close family and friends and with people in power for 

personal gain (Babiak et al., 2010; Braun, 2017). Conversely, clinical psychopathy and 

narcissism feature mostly severe, maladaptive and rigid features (e.g., persistent antisocial 

and criminal behavior; interpersonally harmful behaviors) (see Persson, 2013). 

 Not all individuals who exhibit sub-clinical narcissism and or psychopathy develop 

clinical narcissism and psychopathy [see Diagnostic Statistic Manual (DSM)-5 criteria, 

2013]. Based on the proposed framework, we argue that (1) the readiness and 

inflexibility/rigidity of schemata availability and use; (2) the inability to adopt different 

schemata; (3) the activation and lack of self-regulation of malfunctioning “normal” processes 

e.g., biased cost-benefit analysis; (4) the lack of self-regulation in relation to the activation of 

narcissistic and psychopathic schemata and of consequent behavior and affect; and (5) 

specific brain changes/abnormalities that might sustain dysfunctional behavior, collectively, 

underpin the onset of clinical narcissism and psychopathy.    

First, it is argued that some individuals develop narcissistic and or psychopathic 

schemata early on due to the influences of their culture, personal history and needs. These 

types of schema were once adaptive because they served a function and helped fulfill 

underlying motives/needs but become maladaptive and dysfunctional due to their rigidity and 

inflexibility (see Beck et al, 2015a), thereby leading to clinical presentations of narcissism 

and psychopathy. 

Second, while clinical psychopaths and narcissists persistently activate their 

psychopathic and narcissistic schemata in any kind of situation, thus leading to an over-

generalization and lack of self-regulation in relation to psychopathic and narcissistic 

behavior, the sub-clinical individual will use the narcissistic and or psychopathic schemata 

only in specific social contexts in which they benefit from activating these schemata to 

pursue self-serving motives and needs. 

 Third, the maintenance of maladaptive appraisals in clinical narcissism and 

psychopathy is thought to be supported by an extremely distorted, rigid and consistent biased 

cost-benefit analysis and associated externalizing blame and empathy biases, which may 

prompt clinical psychopaths’ transgressive and antisocial behavior, irrespective of the 

potential costs that this type of behavior entails for them and in particular for others (DeLisi 

et al., 2014).  

Finally, it is proposed that the empathy deficits that are observed in clinical presentations 

of narcissism and psychopathy may be maintained by brain changes and abnormalities that 

are not generally observable in sub-clinical presentations, thus helping to sustain the 

dysfunctional behavior in clinical presentations (Hare, 1999; Hoppenbrouwers, Bulten & 

Brazil, 2016; Ronningstam, 2017). 

 

The Socio-Cognitive Information-Processing Framework for Narcissism and 

Psychopathy (SCIPNP)  

The SCIPNP proposes that personality consists not only of individual traits but also of 

cognitive patterns, that is, overarching schemata and styles of appraisal. Consistent with a 

functionalist contextual approach (Biglan & Hayes, 1996; Gifford & Hayes, 1999), we argue 

that, in order to explain narcissistic and psychopathic personalities, it is necessary first to 

understand the inherent motivations underpinning affect and behavior in response to 

particular social and cultural cues (Gifford & Hayes, 1999). From an evolutionary 

perspective, motives are conceptualized as drives that enable human beings to survive and to 

leave their genes behind (Gilbert, 2001) and are usually associated with personal needs (basic 

and socially driven) which must be satisfied (Dweck, 2017; Gilbert, 2001). They are also 

psychological drives that are culturally tailored and enable action in pursuit of a goal (Dweck, 

2017). Hence, personalities can be thought of as the individual’s drive to satisfy culturally 
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specific needs and motives through personal interactions, which subsequently become part of 

the individual’s personality schemata (see Dweck, 2017).  

The SCIPNP also takes an information-processing approach, by drawing on cognitive 

theories of human behavior, evolutionary theories of psychopathology that focus on 

representations of social mentalities (see Gilbert, 2001), and social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977), and proposes a stage-based framework (Beck et al., 2015ab) to understand narcissistic 

and psychopathic personalities’ cognitive, affective and behavioral presentations. In contrast 

to Beck et al.’s (2015a) model, the SCIPNP emphasizes the role of culture in shaping 

narcissistic and psychopathic mental representations of needs/motivations and their context-

dependent and schemata-driven appraisals at a sub-clinical level.  

The following cognitive stages are proposed: Appraisal of the Antecedent, 

Organization of Response (Affect and Behavior domains), and the Appraisal of the 

Consequences (see Figure 1). These cognitive stages are sequential, with each stage 

influencing the next during decision-making and action-taking. Moreover, there are appraisal 

processes (and affective, behavioral and socio-cultural processes, such as ideological 

indoctrination, enculturation and cultural assimilation) in each cognitive stage that 

operationalize the display of both narcissistic and psychopathic behavior and affect (see 

Figure 1).  

 

*Insert Figure 1* 

 

Cognitive Schemata 

A cognitive schema is conceptualized as a pattern of thought that organizes and categorizes 

information and the relationships between them (see for example, Young, 1999). It is 

composed of beliefs or cognitions, values, and appraisals related to oneself, others and the 

social environment. The beliefs or cognitions and appraisals that form part of a particular 

schema are thought to be socially constructed and, as such, have moral and emotional 

meanings attached to them which vary cross-culturally.  

According to the SCIPNP, cognitive schemata are at the heart of information-processing, 

decision-making, behavior and subjective feelings. Most schemata have evolutionary and 

social roots and self-serving and self-protecting functions. For example, when competing for 

self-survival, maintaining self-superiority and taking revenge against others may be adaptive 

and are common patterns observed in both narcissists and psychopaths (Campbell & Miller, 

2012; Nathanson, 2008). Consequently, narcissists’ and psychopaths’ ways of thinking are not 

fundamentally different from those of the general population. Psychopathic and narcissistic 

schemata are thought to be adaptive in some situations because they help fulfill underlying 

needs and the pursuing of personal motives and goals according to specific cultural norms 

and values and the social context (McCain & Campbell, 2018). However, they become 

maladaptive when the person is unable to deactivate those types of schema and associated 

malfunctioning processes. Depending on the type of schema that is activated, some appraisal 

processes may be absent at a given time and thus the behavior, cognitions and affect that are 

displayed may be a different subset of the common patterns. Appraisals, behavior and affect 

commonly observed in psychopathy and narcissism are summarized in Figure 2.   

The most common schemata of psychopathic thinking include beliefs of the 

acceptability and entitlement to harm others for self-benefit; beliefs about the positivity of 

bold behavior (e.g., “Fortune favors the bold”); of the superiority of the individual’s needs 

over morals and rules (e.g., “I am entitled to have fun even if it is illegal and breaks the 

rules”); non-remorseful beliefs (e.g., “I have no remorse after hurting others”); defiant beliefs 

against the authority (“The police does not deter me from doing what I want”) and 

impulsivity/disinhibition (“ I can do whatever I want how I want”) (Hare, 1999, 2003).  
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These social predatory strategies must have been successfully implemented by our 

ancestors in the long evolutionary path to ensure our existence in the absence of cooperation 

(Dawkins & Krebs, 1978). Therefore, self-serving at others’ expense and prioritizing 

individual needs are long-standing. Even some of the perpetrators of the most horrific crimes 

(such as the Holocaust) have not been considered to be clinical psychopaths (Greiner & 

Nunno, 1994). Psychopathic behavior may be enacted so that the individual can fulfill 

particular goals and associated underlying motives/needs that are ideologically indoctrinated 

(e.g., Nazi ideology) and under specific conditions, such as moving up the ranks or being 

commended by others. Hence, it seems that psychopathic mindsets still serve an adaptive role 

in some contexts, such as the workplace. For example, a high prevalence of psychopathic 

tendencies has been observed in senior management and among company chief executive 

officers (CEOs) (e.g., Babiak, Neumann & Hare, 2010; Boddy, 2017; see also Landay, Harms 

& Credé, 2019 for a meta-analysis). This research suggests that psychopathy is associated 

with power, high social rank and “success” - in Western cultures at least. 

 Although psychopathy may be characteristic of powerful individuals and serves the 

purpose of obtaining success and power by favoring selfish interests at the expense of others, 

this behavior is likely to vary in accordance with social context. For instance, a CEO may 

exhibit psychopathic behaviors in the workplace but not when interacting with his children in 

the family home. Thus, the deactivation of the psychopathic schemata is likely to occur in 

domains in which they do not serve an adaptive function. Therefore, there may be a degree of 

flexibility and of self-regulation of psychopathic schemata and behavior at the sub-clinical 

level (see Vyas, 2015). 

Narcissism, on the other hand, is characterized by self-grandiose views and the distorted 

belief that one is essentially superior to others, which can provide feelings of self-satisfaction 

(Campbell & Miller, 2012). This personality too has evolutionary and social roots. Human 

societies have long evolved into intricate hierarchies that determine the individual’s worth, 

rank, status and role he/she plays and, as such, individuals have to compete with each other 

for resources and status, and defeat in social situations leads to shame and low social status 

and rank (see Gilbert, 2001). Hence, narcissism may be an evolutionary strategy that serves 

the purpose of adapting to challenging and competitive social contexts, promoting self-

survival and personal success in hierarchical and status-based relationships.  

In modern Western, industrialized societies, in which individualism is the dominant 

cultural orientation and interpersonal competitiveness is a key tenet of this cultural 

orientation, it is easy to see why narcissism might still perform an adaptive function. In 

particular, there is also an observed correlation between narcissism and success in leadership 

roles (Braun, 2017; Grijalva & Newman, 2015).  

Although some narcissists never develop psychopathic features, some do (Miller, Dir, 

Gentile, Wilson, Pryor & Campbell, 2010). This may occur when individuals with narcissistic 

tendencies also possess psychopathic schemata, such as impulsive, antisocial and violent 

traits. The psychopathic schemata are sometimes also present in a narcissistic individual (see 

Kernberg & Caligor, 2005; Ronningstam, 2005). Thus, there are clinical cases of narcissists 

and psychopaths who simultaneously exhibit characteristics of both narcissism and 

psychopathy, illustrating the continuum between the two (see Ronningstam, 2005). 

 

How are narcissistic and psychopathic schemata developed? 

It is likely that cognitive schemata are long-standing and developed on the basis of early 

childhood experiences, including parent-child interactions, which contribute to mental 

representations of the self and others and the relationships between them. 

Clinical psychologists emphasize the importance of childhood experiences in prompting 

the development of psychological disorders, including the development of personality 
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disorders (see Beck et al., 2015ab). For example, severe childhood traumatic experiences of 

abuse and neglect have been associated with the more severe facets of adult psychopathy 

(antisocial behavior, criminality) (Craparo, Schimmenti & Caretti, 2013; Piquero et al., 

2012). It is argued that the antisocial/impulsive facet of psychopathy that is characteristic of 

secondary psychopathy (see Skeem et al., 2003) reflects a detachment of emotions which can 

result from negative childhood experiences where the child learns to desensitize pain. The 

child thus develops working mental models of relationships based on their negative 

interactions with a caregiver (e.g., mother) that persist into adulthood and that focus on 

potential threat from others and insecure attachments. These mental models in adult 

psychopaths lead to ineffective and dysfunctional behavioral strategies (e.g., displaying 

excessive anger to elicit response from others) and to frustration to reward and non-response 

to punishment (Benning et al., 2003). 

Consistent with attachment theory (see Bowlby, 1944), several studies have found 

positive associations between psychopathic traits and attachment insecurity in adults 

(Blanchard & Lyons, 2016; Christian, Sellbom & Wilkinson, 2017; Craig, Gray & Snowden, 

2013). In particular, most studies reveal an association between the impulsive/irresponsible 

component of psychopathy and attachment avoidance (dismissive attachment style) and 

attachment anxiety (preoccupied attachment style) (Christian, Sellbom & Wilkinson, 2017; 

Craig, Gray & Snowden, 2013).  

Concerning narcissism, clinical theorists have often argued that adult narcissism can 

result from extreme forms of dysfunctional parenting. On the one hand, both Kernberg (1975) 

and Kohut (1977) have argued that narcissism is the product of cold, indifferent, rejecting or 

harsh parenting (e.g., authoritarian) that is inadequate in meeting the needs of the child, 

which in turn leads the child to fulfill those needs (e.g., need for recognition) in adulthood. 

The inadequate and insensitive parenting that some narcissists receive during childhood is 

thought to be associated with the development of the vulnerable type of adult narcissism that 

is characterized by low self-esteem and feelings of inferiority that are then “disguised” by 

attempts to show a grandiose “façade” (Kohut, 1977). Conversely, Millon (1981) proposed 

that parenting that is over-indulgent and characterized by parents putting their children on a 

pedestal can lead them to develop a grandiose type of narcissism.  

It is argued that parents that over-indulge their children are then contributing to the 

formation of self-schemata in children which reflect their internalization of their parents’ 

views of them being “special” (Millon, 1981). To maintain these grandiose schemata, 

strategies are developed that include exhibitionism and the pursuit of activities that have the 

sole purpose of inflating the self in the social environment (see McCain & Campbell, 2018).  

Empirical studies have examined the impact of childhood experiences and insecure 

attachment styles in developing adult narcissism. For example, some studies have found that 

overindulgent parenting (e.g., warmth and admiration) was linked especially to the grandiose 

type of narcissism in adults (e.g., Brummelman et al., 2015; Horton, Bleau & Drewecki, 

2006). Other studies have found that cold and rejecting parenting (e.g., lack of warmth) is 

linked especially to the vulnerable type of narcissism (Otway & Vignoles, 2006; Smowleska 

& Dion, 2005). Moreover, parenting characterized by lack of supervision, psychological 

control and other types of inadequate parenting (i.e. more permissive and or more 

authoritarian, harsh discipline) are also related to adult narcissism (Cater, Zeigler-Hill & 

Vonk, 2011; Horton et al., 2006; Wink, 1991).  

Children learn through interactions with parents and peers, internalizing views of 

themselves and others that subsequently guide their behavior in later life. Moreover, insecure 

attachment styles developed in childhood influence and confirm adult narcissistic and 

psychopathic patterns of thought and action. For example, disorganized and preoccupied 

attachment styles due to childhood experiences of parental rejection and/or abuse are 
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commonly associated with adult narcissistic/psychopathic aggression and heightened displays 

of negative affect (Craparo et al., 2013). Therefore, aggressive behavior serves to confirm 

one’s views of others as threatening and indicates difficulties in self-regulation that are 

present in both adult narcissism and psychopathy (Ronningstam, 2017; Schimmenti et al., 

2014). Conversely, avoidant/dismissive attachments developed in childhood serve to confirm 

grandiose views of oneself in adulthood since one develops an over-reliance on oneself, 

which confirms the view that one is special (Brennan & Shaver, 1998; Craig, Gray & 

Snowden, 2013). Experiences of abuse are particularly problematic, since both adult 

psychopaths and narcissists who suffer abuse during childhood and consequently have 

insecure attachment styles, experience difficulties in emotional, behavioral and cognitive self-

regulation (see Schimmenti et al., 2014). 

 

The influence of culture in shaping adult narcissism and psychopathy 

Culture plays an important role in determining how an individual functions in a 

particular society by introducing values, norms and rules that guide cognition, affect and 

behavior. Cultural indoctrination uses socialization and enculturation and assimilation 

processes that teach culturally specific values/beliefs and needs and impose rules and 

behaviors that are socially expected within a particular culture. Hence, socialization of 

cultural values occurs early on, beginning within the family environment and in parental 

rearing practices and then later on are reinforced in the external environment (e.g., at school). 

According to social learning theory (see Bandura, 1977) children learn from very early on 

through observation and interaction with significant others the specific cultural values and 

norms to be followed. These values, beliefs and norms are internalized and, as such, define 

the child’s needs/motives/goals and associated beliefs about themselves, others and the social 

world, guiding both their behavior and display of affect. For example, Chinese culture is 

based on Confucian values, and children are socialized and indoctrinated early on by their 

parents and in schools to respect elders, be obedient and obey authority. Confucian values 

also tend to celebrate group-orientation and assimilation within the group and co-operation. 

Therefore, children are encouraged to pursue collectivistic goals and to elaborate on their 

own inadequacies relative to other children in an effort to “blend in” or assimilate with others 

(Yu, 1996). Those beliefs also persist well into adulthood and shape adult life decisions and 

underlying motives and needs, such as marriage (Chen, 2006).  

As a result of these socialization processes, people in Western and Eastern cultures tend 

to differ in the level of importance that they append to distinctiveness, with Westerners 

generally valuing individual distinctiveness vis-à-vis conformity which conversely is more 

valued by those in Eastern cultures (Triandis, 1989; Vignoles, Chryssochoou & Breakwell, 

2000). In support of culturally specific socialization processes, several studies have examined 

parenting styles in Eastern and Western cultures, as well as cultural differences within some 

ethnic groups (see Markus & Kitayama, 1991). It is generally argued that Chinese parents are 

more authoritarian, perceive their children as being dependent on the family, and as having 

group responsibilities, thus promoting assimilation and interdependence (Peterson et al., 

2003). In contrast, North American parents are reportedly less authoritarian and tend to praise 

children more often, focusing on attributes and behavior that differentiate their children from 

others, thereby promoting individual distinctiveness (Peterson et al., 2003).  

There are thus likely to be cultural differences in the motives/needs and appraisals of 

both narcissistic and psychopathic individuals. For example, in Chinese culture filial piety is 

important, so the need of recognition from significant others may be displayed in a collective 

sense by Chinese narcissists (Gries, Sanders, Stroup & Cai, 2015), whereas individualistic 

cultures that over-praise children and over-indulge them in schools and within families may 
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later lead to a more agentic type of narcissism characterized by grandiose self-displays of 

superiority to satisfy distinctiveness (McCain & Campbell, 2018). 

In addition, studies show that, in collectivistic cultures, violence and anti-social 

behavior, which are characteristic of antisocial personality disorder (ASPD), are less 

observable and the prevalence of ASPD is lower than in individualistic cultures (see Compton 

et al., 2005- rates of ASPD between 0.10-0.20% in Taiwan vs. 1.49% to 5.66% in United 

States of America). Furthermore, Cooke (1996) and Gilbert (2005) argue that culturally 

specific socialization processes are important in explaining those differences. Individualistic 

cultures tend to allow displays of aggression more than collectivistic cultures (see Ekblad, 

1990). Also, in contrast to collectivistic cultures, individualistic cultures seem to propagate 

the idea that compassion in certain contexts (e.g., the workplace) is a sign of weakness and 

thus is not conducive to individual gain and success in highly competitive environments 

(Gilbert, 2005). Therefore, individuals are socialized from early on to think that being 

compassionate is a weakness and that showing aggression and cruelty may be morally 

acceptable, especially if this leads to personal gain and success in competition, which are then 

characteristic of psychopathic leaders in the Western workplace (see Body, 2017).  

In sum, it is argued that Western societies and/or any other societies that assimilate the 

individualistic neo-liberal cultural ideology of the survival of the fittest and self-made man 

will indoctrinate their citizens into the idea that using cut-throat and cruel tactics may be 

morally acceptable in certain contexts (e.g., competitive workplaces) and should be used to 

attain success and power and to move up in the social hierarchy (Gilbert, 2005; Pendergast, 

2000). Moreover, Western societies also tend to promote narcissistic tendencies and to over-

praise individuals indiscriminately e.g., Western celebrity adulation and mimicry display of 

narcissism and the Western parental over-praise and gratification of children (Gray, 2014). 

Therefore, those cultural tenets of individualistic Western societies might promote and shape 

the formation of sub-clinical psychopathic and narcissistic schemata in particular individuals. 

Thus, it is likely that, once activated, these schemata will help individuals achieve specific 

goals, e.g., being successful in the workplace, in the short term in specific contexts. Also, 

because individualistic Western cultures tend to accept and promote displays of egocentrism, 

manipulation, deceit and exploitation of others for self-benefit (see Gilbert, 2005; McCain & 

Campbell, 2018), one might assume that it is adaptive to develop sub-clinical narcissism and 

psychopathy to survive and cope with challenges that occur in specific contexts within 

individualistic Western cultures. However, this does not mean that those individuals will 

develop clinical narcissism or psychopathy. Instead, this only means that “non-clinical” 

individuals can develop sub-clinical narcissism and psychopathy because both serve a 

purpose (e.g., being useful in competitive contexts) and are thus promoted in certain cultures 

and contexts. 

 

*Insert Figure 2* 

Appraisal of the Antecedent  

Activation of schemata in this stage can be rather automatic, particularly if the set of 

schemata is the most readily available one, irrespective of the social context, or it can be a 

conscious activation (Beck et al., 2015ab). In this early stage of information-processing, the 

individual retrieves relevant past information from his/her database of past memories of 

similar events and of semantic knowledge and then applies them to the current situation. 

The active schema may lead to biased and/or selective attention to particular aspects of 

the situation which are consistent with the schema’s representation of the self, others and the 

world and the relationships between them. For example, if an individual has activated 

narcissistic and or psychopathic schemata, which include the belief “Other people can be 

exploited”, then the individual may pay selective attention to people who appear to be easy to 



 

 

10 

exploit and to manipulate (Book, Costello & Camilleri, 2013). The active schemata may also 

lead people to make biased attributions to others which guide his/her behavior (e.g., “He/she 

looks old, so he/she must be weak”). Conversely, the individual will downplay or ignore 

other information which is inconsistent with these schemata. Furthermore, the activated 

schemata are likely to influence the ways in which the individual evaluates whether a 

situation is agreeable or threatening. This perception depends on the underlying motive that is 

guiding the individual’s behavior toward a specific person in any given situation (e.g., to 

befriend the person to appear more popular by association vs. to compete with the person for 

high status). 

The individual’s activated narcissistic and or psychopathic schemata may also lead to 

biased empathy, that is, the tendency to ignore or downplay the pain of others while paying 

biased attention to his/her own feelings (see Farah, Amorim & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2009; 

Hepper, Hart & Sedikides, 2012). Moreover, a narcissistic or psychopathic individual may 

recall biased memories. For example, he/she may recall specifically his/her past successes in 

exploiting others without thinking about the pain he/she provoked in others (see Ritchie et al., 

2015).   

 Socio-cultural processes may be activated in this stage thus influencing the biased 

recollection of memories that are culturally relevant and leading to biased attention processes 

in the situation (Aaker & Schmitt, 2001). For example, when exposed to individualistic 

cultures that value particular exterior signs of status (e.g., a specific luxurious brand) and 

when appraising the situation in individualistic cultures, individuals from collectivistic 

cultures may assimilate this specific value and themselves seek signs of status in others with 

the intent to culturally “blend” in (Aaker & Schmitt, 2001). 

There is broad empirical support for the appraisal processes associated with 

psychopathic and narcissistic schemata outlined in Figure 1. For example, the Response 

Modulation Hypothesis for psychopathy (Newman & Baskin-Sommers, 2011) postulates that 

abnormalities in both fear and inhibition in psychopathy are due to the presence of an 

“attention bottleneck” in this personality profile which “interferes with the processing of 

information that is congruent with a current goal rather than limitations in later stages of 

selection” (p.427). Similarly, in the SCIPNP, biased attention processes in psychopathy are 

said to lead to rigid behaviors in pursuit of a specific goal.  

 

Organization of Responses (Affect and Behavior domains) 

Having appraised the social context, the individual will append affective meaning to it. The 

activated schemata play the most important role in determining the individual’s affective and 

behavioral responses to a situation. Schemata and the consequent display of affect and 

behavior are heavily influenced by socio-cultural processes. For example, a study has found 

that Chinese and other collectivistic cultures value low arousal emotions in contrast to 

Western cultures that value high arousal emotions, such as anger, and thus they avoid 

displaying high arousal emotions whereas in Western cultures, the display of those emotions 

is more common (Nangeyon, 2016). Moreover, collectivistic cultures, such as, the Korean 

culture tend to show less self-expression in public compared to North Americans (Park, 

1998). This may be tied to the need/motivation in North American culture relative to East 

Asian cultures to express themselves as a way to differentiate themselves from others and 

also to maintain self-esteem and self-regard (Aaker & Schmitt, 2001). Therefore, it is likely 

that behavioral and affective expressions of sub-clinical narcissists and psychopaths in 

Western cultures differ from those from Eastern cultures. 

Individuals who activate narcissistic/psychopathic schemata in socially threatening 

situations (e.g., when publicly criticized by others) will most likely display intensified 

negative affect because they feel personally threatened (e.g., Durand, 2016; Falkenbach et al., 
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2013; Geukes et al., 2017; Hare, 2003). This perception of threat may be attributed to the 

individual’s persistent competitive and survival thinking that may be more prominent in 

Western individualistic cultures (Gebauer et al., 2012). For instance, when an individual has 

to compete with someone else for a job but fails, instead of accepting that only one out of a 

number people can actually get the post, he/she may feel personally threatened and, thus, 

intensely angry and ashamed.  

The narcissistic and psychopathic schemata may also lead to difficulties in regulating 

negative affect and to disinhibition in behavior (Gray, Weidacker & Snowden, 2019). For 

example, it has been reported that offenders with high levels of psychopathy exhibited a 

higher cardiovascular response when they processed negative, rather than positive 

information, in comparison to those with low levels of psychopathy (Casey, Rogers, Burns & 

Yiend, 2017).  

Psychopaths and narcissists may also use maladaptive emotional regulation strategies, 

such as excessive anger rumination (i.e. focusing on anger-related episodes and thoughts, see 

Sukhodolsky et al., 2001), which in turn can aggravate feelings of anger in the long term 

given its association with aggressive behaviors as coping responses (Bushman, 

2002, Bushman et al., 2001). Indeed, anger rumination mediates the effect of narcissism on 

relational aggression, suggesting that narcissism leads to relational aggression only when 

anger rumination is also present (Ghim, Choi, Lim & Lim, 2015). 

Psychopathic and narcissistic people also exhibit biased empathy (see Farah et al., 2009; 

Ronningstam, 2017), that is, they tend to ignore or downplay the emotions that others feel 

(especially negative emotions, e.g., pain) and instead only pay attention to their own 

emotions. For example, narcissists experience difficulty in recognizing the emotions of others, 

exhibit low distress tolerance (Baskin-Sommers et al., 2014; Farah et al., 2009) and 

experience difficulties in emotional regulation (Schulze et al., 2013).  

Avoidance of negative affect such as shame might be also utilized by people with 

narcissistic and psychopathic tendencies. For example, if the individual has activated 

narcissistic schemata including the belief “I am superior to others, so other people should 

treat me in a special way”, he/she might avoid situations in which other people do not treat 

him/her in a special way or make him/her feel inferior to others. This strategy is intended to 

downplay negative affect. Indeed, narcissists avoid situations that contradict their sense of 

self-worth in order to protect their own implicit self-esteem (e.g., Oltmanns & Balsis, 2011). 

Similarly, if the individual has activated narcissistic and/or psychopathic schemata that 

include beliefs such as “I don’t have any weaknesses”, he/she might exhibit avoidant 

behaviors, e.g., alcohol and drug overuse in order to escape from intolerable affects and a 

threatened self-image (Beck et al., 2015a; Kealy, Ogrodniczuk, Rice & Oliffe, 2017).  

Moreover, people with narcissistic or psychopathic tendencies may feel entitled to 

display negative emotions, such as anger, and refuse to down regulate those negative 

emotions because they feel that other people in the situation are responsible for their own 

negative emotions (Ellis, Schroder, Patrick & Moser, 2017; Morrison & Gilbert, 2001). 

Consequently, they may exhibit disinhibited and or non-regulated affect in a situation of 

social threat, resulting in the display of immense anger toward other people (Durand, 2016). 

Moreover, reduced feelings of guilt make individuals with narcissistic and psychopathic 

tendencies less likely to make amends for their negative actions but more likely to engage in 

transgressive and vengeful behavior (Poless, Torstveit, Lugo, Andreassen & Sütterlin, 2017; 

Prado, Treeby & Crowe, 2016). 

In contrast to this, narcissistic and psychopathic individuals with stable and consistent 

identities (characterized by self-esteem and devoid of insecurity) are less susceptible to such 

reactivity (e.g., Bateman, 1998) and, as such, are better adapted to challenging, socially 

threatening and competitive contexts. In this case, psychopaths, in particular, might be able to 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886908003668#bib7
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886908003668#bib7
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886908003668#bib8
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manipulate their explicit affect to achieve a specific motive. Thus, a psychopath might 

behave in a charming manner in order to win the trust of someone he/she actually intends to 

harm (see Hare, 1999).  

Crucially, psychopathic and narcissistic individuals may also engage in calculated 

manipulative behavior, that is, machiavellianism. They may hide their “true” intentions and 

take strategic action to manipulate other people in line with their active schemata and 

underlying motives and associated goals. For example, under activated narcissistic schemata 

that include the belief that “Status is everything”, narcissistic individuals may befriend 

popular people that they actually dislike with the underlying motive of boosting his/her self-

superiority in relation to others (see Rose, 2007). In short, when narcissistic and psychopathic 

schemata are activated, individuals may feign (either successfully or not) calmness, 

agreeableness and positivity, in order to lure their target and manipulate them while retaining 

a positive public identity to display to others (see Porter, ten Brinke, Baker & Wallace, 2011). 

This strategy is designed for self-benefit and can be adaptive in certain contexts (White, 

2014).  

Other behavioral strategies that are selfish and self-protective, e.g., avoiding negative 

states like feeling inferior to others; self-enhancing behaviors and exploiting; thrill-seeking 

and bold behaviors, deceiving; attacking others to protect and benefit the self; as well as 

taking revenge against others are thought to be present in non-clinical presentations of 

narcissism and psychopathy (see Beck et al., 2015 ab). While narcissists show reactive 

aggression, i.e., show aggression whenever they are provoked and particularly when their ego 

is being threatened, psychopaths do so not only when their ego is threatened but also when 

they are provoked physically (e.g., physical injury) (see Jones & Paulhus, 2010). Moreover, 

in contrast to narcissists, psychopaths tend to exhibit also pro-active aggression, that is, 

unprovoked aggression, which is associated with the poor impulse control in psychopathy 

(Perenc & Radochonski, 2014). 

 

 

Appraisal of the Consequences 

According to the SCIPNP, while pursuing a particular action, the individual will evaluate the 

consequences of his/her action. The individual with activated schemata will assess whether 

the behavior has either enabled him/her to react successfully to threat (which can be 

attributed to automatic/reactive self-protection) or has enabled him/her to meet his/her 

underlying motives/needs and conscious goals. The activated schemata will always lead to a 

schemata-driven and biased cost-benefit analysis of the consequences of one’s behavior (see 

Clempner, 2016). For example, an individual may pay biased attention to and distort the 

meanings of his/her affective and physiological responses, i.e., a psychopathic individual may 

label sympathetic activation stimulated by the sight of discomfort in people being hurt (e.g., 

faster heartbeat) as pleasurable and exciting (Harenski, Thornton, Harenski, Decety & Kiehl, 

2012), also exhibiting biased empathy (e.g., Baskin-Sommers, et al., 2014; Farah et al., 

2009). 

The individual may also pay biased attention to aspects of the current situation, which 

lead to a distorted interpretation of the consequences of his/her behavior in general. 

Moreover, this can further lead to distorted interpretations of the consequences of his/her 

behavior to the self and others (e.g., “Others submitted to my showcase of power and of 

superiority, and I felt good.” - narcissism and “I felt good putting down and harming other 

people and they seemed to fear me.” - psychopathy), thereby reinforcing his/her original 

psychopathic and narcissistic logic and beliefs (e.g., “I am superior and others are inferior”- 

narcissism and “I am entitled to harm others to feel good about myself” - psychopathy).  
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The biased cost-benefit analysis is also linked to an externalizing blame bias, which is 

associated with psychopathic and narcissistic schemata (Bentall, Kinderman & Kaney, 1994; 

Morrison & Gilbert, 2001). An externalizing blame bias is a type of bias that is observed 

when people blame others for negative outcomes and consequences of their behavior instead 

of blaming themselves (Morrison & Gilbert, 2001). Psychopathic and narcissistic individuals 

exhibit an externalizing blame bias because they are shame- and guilt-intolerant and have 

difficulties in regulating their emotions in socially threatening situations (Morrison & Gilbert, 

2001). This is observable in both clinical and non-clinical populations (Campbell & Elison, 

2005; Campbell & Miller, 2012; Morrison & Gilbert, 2001; Schalkwijck, Dekker, Peen & 

Stems, 2016). Primary and secondary psychopathy (see Skeem et al., 2003) have a negative 

relationship with adaptive shame coping (e.g., submissive displays in a confrontation) and a 

positive relationship with externalizing blame (see Campbell & Elison, 2005). Moreover, in 

their study of delinquent and non-delinquent adolescents, Schalkwijck, Dekker, Peen and 

Stems (2016) found a strong positive relationship between narcissism and externalizing 

blame for negative and shaming outcomes.  

In short, it is argued that people with sub-clinical psychopathic and narcissistic 

tendencies generally conduct a biased cost-benefit analysis of the consequences of their 

behavior in the appraisal of consequences stage and exhibit an externalizing blame bias. The 

objective is to distance the cause of the negative consequences of their behavior from 

themselves onto others. As such, they will pay attention only to the benefits of their behavior 

to themselves and to their own emotions in response to the situation (i.e., biased empathy), as 

well as to stimuli supporting their self-serving narcissistic and psychopathic underlying 

motivations, needs and schemata.  

 

The Cognitive Loop: Reinforcement of the Schemata and Appraisals 

The loop of cognitive stages may unfold several times during information-processing and 

action-taking in the current situation and may also unfold in another similar social situation in 

dynamic and flexible ways. Moreover, context-dependent appraisals are consistent with the 

activated schemata and reinforce the particular dominant narcissistic and or psychopathic 

belief. For example, the individual who possesses the belief “I am entitled to exploit others 

for my self-benefit” in response to an opportunity to exploit others may: (1) re-evaluate the 

antecedent (e.g., “Is it a good opportunity to exploit?”); (2) evaluate his/her responses (e.g., 

predate, exploit, apologize, do nothing) (e.g., “I am so brilliant and others are inferior and 

stupid” when using exploitative strategies) and (3) evaluate the consequences of his/her 

responses (e.g., “Is my endeavor successful? Shall I follow up?”). When the consequences of 

the behavior fulfill the underlying needs and motives and associated goals in response to a 

specific situation (e.g., the psychopathic need to obtain pleasure and the associated motive of 

obtaining self-benefits through harming others), they will reinforce the underlying 

psychopathic cognitions and schemata, which may become dominant in the long- term. As 

such, the loop of cognitive stages that an individual experiences in a particular situation can 

be maintained in other analogous situations. Nevertheless, drawing from systems modeling 

(see Bramson, 2009), it is also argued that a dynamic system is not rigid. Hence, it is argued 

that, at a sub-clinical level, the SCIPNP system has a tipping point that occurs when it 

achieves a non-equilibrium state. For example, when costs severely outweigh the benefits, the 

system then shifts to a new state that is more adaptive- i.e. narcissistic and psychopathic 

schemata are de-activated and substituted by the activation of other schemata in response to a 

particular situation and as such, new behaviors are manifested. In conclusion, sub-clinical 

narcissistic and psychopathic behavior occurs in particular situations because it is adaptive in 

the short-term and in specific contexts, thereby enabling the individual to achieve specific 

goals and to satisfy his/her motives/needs.  
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Future research 

Future research should examine whether the appraisal processes described in the SCIPNP are 

present in sub-clinical presentations of psychopathy and narcissism and whether they 

underpin the continuum between sub-clinical and clinical presentations. A longitudinal 

research design would be advantageous. Research should also examine which social contexts 

are more likely to activate narcissistic and psychopathic schemata and how the appraisal 

processes described in this framework influence the display of both narcissistic and 

psychopathic adaptive and maladaptive behaviors. It is important to explore how the SCIPNP 

can be applied to understand diverse adaptive and maladaptive behaviors (e.g., trolling, Lopes 

& Yu, 2017; and sexual risk-taking, Jaspal, Lopes, Wignall & Bloxsom, 2021) in different 

social contexts and especially in under-researched cultural contexts, while testing SCIPNP-

based practical interventions to reduce the incidence of maladaptive and antisocial behavior.  

 

Conclusion 

The proposed SCIPNP framework strives to provide a more comprehensive explanation of 

the continuum between clinical and sub-clinical presentations of psychopathy and narcissism 

than trait theory which has long dominated the field of personality research. In contrast to 

trait theories which do not generally explain the processing of information, the SCIPNP treats 

personality as a combination of cognition, affect and behavior which results from the 

dynamic interaction between the context (e.g., a situation in the workplace), culture and the 

cognitive schemata and appraisal processes that are activated at the present moment. The 

personalities’ schemata serve as lenses through which one evaluates the situation, influencing 

affective and behavioral responses. In addition, the schemata also influence how one 

interprets the consequences of one’s behavior and those consequences further reinforce the 

activation of the schemata under the next round of action in a perceived similar situation. The 

SCIPNP challenges the notion of fixed, consistent, universal traits by showing how human 

beings construct schemata or patterns of thinking that are situationally and culturally 

adaptive, flexible and advantageous. 
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Figure 1. SCIPNP: Cognitive Schemata and Appraisal and Socio-Cultural Processes 

associated with each Cognitive Stage of Information-Processing of an Event 
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Figure 2. SCIPNP: Narcissistic and Psychopathic Cognitive Schemata and their similarities 

and differences in appraisals, affect and behavior 


