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Abstract: Social anxiety (SA) is a prevalent mental health issue among adolescents, and vulnerable narcissism (VN) can exacerbate this condition. This study aims to investigate the impact of vulnerable narcissism on social anxiety in adolescents, specifically focusing on the mediating effects of self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-esteem (SE) in the relationship between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. Through cluster sampling, a questionnaire survey was conducted among 982 students from three secondary schools in two provinces. The data was analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM). The results revealed that there was a significant negative correlation between vulnerable narcissism and both self-concept clarity and self-esteem, while there was a significant positive correlation between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. Additionally, self-concept clarity showed a significant positive correlation with self-esteem but had a negative correlation with social anxiety. Both self-concept clarity and self-esteem played an intermediary role in the chain linking vulnerable narcissism to social anxiety. This study confirms the mediating role of both self-concept clarity and self-esteem in explaining how vulnerable narcissism influences social anxiety, providing valuable insights into its underlying mechanism.
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Introduction

Social anxiety (SA) is a common mental health problem among adolescents. During this period, adolescents’ cognition, brain and social attitudes will change, leading to the tendency of self-doubt and negative emotional interference, and being sensitive to others’ criticism or negative reactions, accompanied by emotional instability and inner vulnerability [1], which makes social anxiety most likely to occur during this period [2]. Moreover, it can have an impact on individuals’ education, interpersonal functioning, and personal life [3,4], and when it becomes severe, it can evolve into social anxiety disorder-one of the most common chronic psychological disorders [5–7]. The hallmark feature of this disorder is significant and persistent fear of humiliation or scrutiny by others, often leading to psychological distress and social or relational problems [8]. This poses significant challenges for families, schools, and society in terms of addressing academic achievement among adolescents [9], peer relationships [10,11], as well as physical and mental well-being [12]; furthermore, social anxiety disorder may persist into adulthood [13], impacting sustainable development in adolescents.

In the trend of exploring social anxiety personality traits, narcissism, especially vulnerable narcissism (VN) sensitive to potential injury, has received widespread attention from scholars [14]. Vulnerable narcissism is a prevalent phenomenon in the fields of personality and social psychology, characterized by heightened sensitivity to external evaluations, increased susceptibility to depression, anxiety, shyness, and poor mental health-all of which are significant risk factors for developing social anxiety [15,16]. Vulnerable narcissists often display traits such as self-pity, hypersensitivity, emotional volatility, and excessive focus on external evaluations, which can give rise to challenges in interpersonal relationships. They possess both egocentric tendencies and a susceptibility to criticism and rejection, potentially leading to fragile self-esteem (SE) and emotional instability [17]. Although vulnerable narcissists desire positive attention and affirmation, this is a form of false grandiosity. They are usually inwardly shy and tend to avoid any risks that may lead to failure [17], resulting in feelings of inferiority, depression, anxiety, and lower levels of mental health [18], making them prone to deviant behaviors. Therefore, their behavior becomes more complex and influenced by external factors. Vulnerable narcissism represents pathological psychological distress and fragile self-esteem [16], thus closely relating to negative psychological phenomena. vulnerable narcissism is a more clinical construct of narcissism [19] because it has both internal and interpersonal malicious associations, such as sensitivity to criticism, shame, depression, incompetence, anxiety, defensiveness, social avoidance behavior, hostility, revengeful thoughts; interpersonal stressors; low self-esteem; and poor well-being [20,21]. Vulnerable narcissism is characterized by self-pity, self-blame, negative self-perception, hypersensitivity, and emotional instability. Vulnerable narcissists tend to develop defensive and avoidant relationships in response to criticism or relationship frustration as a means of protecting their fragile self-esteem, which can lead to chronic anxiety [22].

Cognitive theories emphasize the importance of self-focus in maintaining social anxiety [13], and vulnerable narcissists are individuals with high self-focus who provide an effective window for understanding adolescent social anxiety issues. Furthermore, self-concept development spans throughout one’s life, but the adolescence stage is particularly sensitive and focused on self-concept. Vulnerable narcissists are prone to difficulties in forming or identifying with their self-concepts, and negative aspects of the self-concept further increase an individual’s risk for social anxiety [23,24]. Vulnerable narcissists are extremely sensitive to evaluation. Due to their fragile self-esteem and oversensitivity, they will take a way to avoid evaluation, thus losing the opportunity to clarify their self-concept, leading to a chaotic and unclear self-concept experience [25]. Self-esteem is an important dimension within the self-concept [26], and Self-Esteem Threat Management Theory suggests that individuals with low-self-esteem often doubt their abilities limiting the effectiveness of their regulatory mechanisms preventing effective alleviation of anxious emotions within social situations [27]. In addition, vulnerable narcissists are generally more sensitive, vulnerable to traumatic events in life, highly sensitive to their own negative emotions, unable to produce correct and objective self-evaluation, and therefore report lower self-esteem [17]. Therefore, it holds significant meaning for exploring how vulnerable narcissism influences the black box behind social anxiety among adolescents.

Previous Research and Hypothesis Development

Previous research

The correlation between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety has been confirmed by several studies [14,22,24,28], all of which have found a positive relationship. Individuals with vulnerable narcissism often experience anxiety in their social interactions. Research conducted by Oh et al. [28] suggests that the personality traits of vulnerable narcissists, such as grandiose fantasies and a sense of entitlement, have maladaptive effects that predict social anxiety. They also exhibit characteristics of sensitivity and vulnerability, which are associated with various maladjustments and pathologies that can lead to social anxiety. Bae et al. [29] argue that adolescents with higher levels of vulnerable narcissism tend to avoid interpersonal relationships due to their desire for approval from others and fear of negative evaluations, which leads them to encounter more difficulties in interpersonal relationships and results in social anxiety [30]. Vulnerable narcissists often engage in avoidance strategies due to their sensitivity, leading to a higher tendency for distorted self-perception and difficulties in forming or identifying a coherent self-concept compared to overt narcissists [23,24]. This is because vulnerable narcissists struggle with integrating consistent information about themselves [31]. Additionally, ambiguous self-concept is closely related to adolescent maladaptive behaviors and problematic Internet use [25].

Previous studies have shown that self-concept clarity (SCC) is negatively correlated with social anxiety [32], while individuals with social anxiety tend to absorb negative information about themselves [33,34], which may lead to self-doubt in individuals. Self-concept clarity is also closely related to these negative information [35]. The theory of positive emotion expansion and construction believes that negative emotions will reduce individuals’ instantaneous thinking and sequential activities, hindering the construction of individual resources [36]. Self-esteem is an important psychological resource in the construction of individual positive emotions. Individuals with a vague self-concept will experience strong negative emotions [37], and negative emotions are an important factor in the level of self-esteem [38].

Given this, it is crucial to comprehend the potential mediating role of clarity of self-concept and self-esteem in the relationship between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety among adolescents for effectively addressing the escalating social anxiety behaviors in this age group. The primary objective of the current study is to explore both direct and indirect connections between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety among adolescents through chain mediation estimation. The theoretical hypotheses presented in Fig. 1 serve as a guiding framework for this research.
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Figure 1: Mediation model diagram.

Hypothesis development

Due to the current media climate and prevailing culture of consumerism, narcissistic themes have gradually permeated contemporary teenagers [14]. Growing up in such an environment, adolescents are more susceptible to developing narcissistic tendencies when they fail to obtain evaluations and praise from others [39]. The grandiosity exhibited by vulnerable narcissists is deceptive, often leading them to adopt avoidance behaviors when confronted with potential failures [17], thereby negatively impacting their social mindset and skill development.

Secondly, hidden narcissists are highly egocentric, highly sensitive to their own negative emotions, and have a fragile self-esteem, and cannot reasonably integrate information consistent with themselves [31]. In addition, adolescents with hidden narcissistic tendencies have a negative impact on school life adaptation [29] and Internet use [25] due to their low self-concept clarity. In addition, among people with lower self-concept, self-concept clarity is negatively correlated with social anxiety [32,40,41], self-esteem will also have low performance [38]. There is a strong and significant positive correlation between narcissism and self-esteem [42]. Individuals with high levels of vulnerable narcissism have interpersonal problems due to low self-esteem. Although individuals with high levels of privilege and self-admiration, implicit narcissists have a heavy sense of inferiority, cannot objectively understand themselves, and are more passive when interacting with others. Experiencing more interpersonal distress is more likely to trigger social anxiety [37,38].

In summary, the following hypotheses are proposed in this study (Suppose the model diagram is shown in Fig. 1):

Hypothesis 1 (H1). vulnerable narcissism is positively associated with social anxiety.

Hypothesis 2 (H2a-H2b). The impact of vulnerable narcissism on social anxiety is mediated by self-concept clarity.

Hypothesis 3 (H3a-H3b). Self-esteem mediates the relationship between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety.

Hypothesis 4 (H2a-H4-H3b). Self-concept clarity and self-esteem act as sequential mediators in the link between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety.

Method

Participants and procedures

The cluster sampling method was employed in this study to ensure the representativeness of the samples by preserving the structure and characteristics of the entire population, thereby facilitating the acquisition of more precise and reliable research findings [43]. A questionnaire survey was conducted in three public high schools across two provinces in China, excluding students with mental illness or major incidents within the past three months. A total of 1060 questionnaires were distributed during the study. If a participant’s responses matched or exceeded 80% similarity across all questions, if data was missing, or if answers were irrelevant, their questionnaires were deemed invalid. Ultimately, 78 invalid questionnaires were excluded from analysis while 982 valid questionnaires remained for inclusion in this study, resulting in an effective recovery rate of 92.64%. The questionnaire comprised five sections encompassing demographic information such as gender and only child status; place of residence; living arrangements with parents; monthly household income; and four scales.

Measures

The implicit narcissistic personality inventory

The present study employed the Narcissistic Personality Inventory developed by Zheng et al. [44], which comprises 15 items rated on a 5-point. These questions included statements such as ‘People often let me down’ and ‘I have good taste in aesthetics’. The inventory encompasses three dimensions: vulnerability, entitlement, and admiration. In this study, the overall Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was found to be 0.91, with individual Cronbach’s α coefficients of 0.90, 0.87, and 0.75 for vulnerability, entitlement, and admiration, respectively, indicating high reliability of the subscales. Confirmatory factor analysis conducted using AMOS 24.0 yielded favorable results with χ2/df = 1.66, RMSEA = 0.03, CFI = 0.993, TLI = 0.991, IFI = 0.993, GFI = 0.982; suggesting strong structural validity of the instrument utilized in this research endeavor.

The self-concept clarity scale

The self-concept clarity scale, originally developed by revised by Niu et al. [45], was employed in this study. The questionnaire comprised 12 items, each scored on a 5-point Likert scale. With the exception of items 6 and 11, all other items were reverse-scored. These questions included things like ‘My views of myself often conflict with each other’ and ‘I spend a lot of time thinking about what kind of person I am’. The internal consistency reliability of this scale, as measured by Cronbach’s α coefficient, was found to be high at 0.94 in this study. Confirmatory factor analysis results indicated good structural validity with χ2/df = 1.12, RMSEA = 0.01, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.999, IFI = 0.999, and GFI = 0.990.

The self-esteem scale

The revised Chinese version of Rosenberg self-esteem scale [46] was selected. The questionnaire consisted of 10 items and adopted a 4-point scoring method. The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the scale in this study was 0.92. These questions included ‘I feel I have many good qualities’ and ‘I feel I have few things to be proud of’. Results from confirmatory factor analysis indicated favorable structural validity, as evidenced by χ2/df = 1.38, RMSEA = 0.02, CFI = 0.998, TLI = 0.997, IFI = 0.998, GFI = 0.990.

Social anxiety scale for adolescents

The Chinese version of the social anxiety scale used in this study [47], encompassing three dimensions: fear of negative evaluation, avoidance and distress in unfamiliar situations, and avoidance and distress in general situations (hereinafter referred to as unfamiliar situation avoidance distress and general situation avoidance distress). These included questions such as ‘I feel like people are talking about me behind my back’ and ‘I’m always worried about what other people think of me’. In this study, the scale demonstrated high internal consistency with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.85. Additionally, the subscale for negative evaluation of fear exhibited excellent reliability with a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.88. The unfamiliar situation avoidance distress and general situation avoidance distress subscales also displayed good internal consistency with coefficients of 0.85 and 0.77, respectively. Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to assess the structural validity of the scale, yielding satisfactory fit indices: χ2/df = 3.41, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.973, TLI = 0.966, IFI = 0.973, GFI = 0.960.

Data analysis

In this study, SPSS 26.0 was employed for data analysis and processing. The primary statistical analysis methods encompassed descriptive statistics, independent samples t-test, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), Pearson correlation analysis, and AMOS 24.0 for chain mediation testing.

Results

Common method deviation test

Due to the questionnaire method employed for data collection in this study, there is a possibility of common methodology bias. Hence, prior to data analysis, the Harman single factor test was conducted to assess and mitigate any potential common method bias.

Correlation and descriptive test

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis results for vulnerable narcissism and its three dimensions (susceptibility, sense of entitlement, self-admiration), as well as self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and social anxiety along with its three dimensions (fear of negative evaluation, avoidance of unfamiliar situations, and avoidance of general situations). The findings indicate significant positive correlations between vulnerable narcissism (r = 0.279, p < 0.01) and its three dimensions (susceptibility: r = 0.210, p < 0.01; sense of entitlement: r = 0.254, p < 0.01; self-admiration: r = 0.245, p < 0.01) with social anxiety. Additionally, vulnerable narcissism exhibits significant positive associations with the three dimensions of social anxiety (fear of negative evaluation: r = 0.222, p < 0.01; avoidance of unfamiliar situations: r = 0.166, p < 0.01; avoidance of general situations: r = 0.227, p < 0.01). Furthermore, vulnerable narcissism demonstrates a significant negative correlation with both self-esteem (r = −0.182, p < 0.01) and self-concept clarity (r = −0.291, p < 0.01). Moreover, self-concept clarity is significantly positively correlated with self-esteem (r = 0.363, p < 0.01). The specific correlation coefficients are presented in Table 1.
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Hypothesis test

To test the hypothesis, we constructed a structural equation model with vulnerable narcissism as the independent variable, social anxiety as the dependent variable, and self-esteem and self-concept clarity as the mediating variables. The results indicate a good fit between the data and the model, with fitting indexes of χ2/df = 1.932, RMSEA = 0.031, SRMR = 0.022, CFI = 0.990, TLI = 0.982 (all falling within the recommended range). The final model is illustrated in Fig. 2.
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Figure 2: Mediation effect model of self-esteem, self-concept clarity, vulnerable narcissism, social anxiety. n = 982.

The information depicted in the figure indicates that, firstly, there is a significant direct relationship between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety (r = 0.19, p < 0.01). The model analysis in Fig. 1 illustrates the three dimensions of implicit narcissism and social anxiety.

Secondly, vulnerable narcissism significantly and negatively predicts self-concept clarity (r = −0.43, p < 0.01), which in turn significantly and negatively predicts social anxiety (r = −0.21, p < 0.01). This suggests that self-concept clarity acts as a mediating factor in the association between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety.

Finally, it is observed that self-concept clarity positively predicts adolescents’ self-esteem (r = 0.25, p < 0.01). When considering the previous analysis collectively, it can be tentatively concluded that both self-concept clarity and self-esteem play sequential mediating roles in linking adolescent vulnerable narcissism to social anxiety through four distinct pathways.

Path 1: vulnerable narcissism (VN) → social anxiety (SA);

Path 2: vulnerable narcissism (VN) → self-concept clarity (SCC) → social anxiety (SA);

Path 3: vulnerable narcissism (VN) → self-esteem (SE) → social anxiety (SA);

Path 4: vulnerable narcissism (VN) → self-concept clarity (SCC) → self-esteem (SE) →social anxiety (SA).

The significance of the mediating effect was further examined through non-parametric percentile bootstrap analysis, which involved testing the mediating effect with 5000 samples at a 95% confidence level. As presented in Table 2, Path 1 exhibited a direct effect of 0.584 (95% CI: 0.123, 0.267) and Z = −5.323, indicating a significant relationship between vulnerable narcissism (VN) and social anxiety (SA), thus confirming Hypothesis 1.
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Additionally, Path 2 demonstrated a mediating effect of 0.277 (95% CI: 0.065, 0.121), accounting for approximately 66.58% of the total indirect effect with Z = 6.501, suggesting a significant chain mediation effect mediated by self-concept clarity (SCC) between vulnerable narcissism (VN) and social anxiety (SA), thereby validating Hypothesis 2.

The indirect effect of Path 3 is 0.066, accounting for 15.87% of the total indirect effect, with a confidence interval (95% CI) of (0.007, 0.038), Z = 3.000. This finding suggests that self-esteem (SE) significantly mediates the relationship between vulnerable narcissism (VN) and social anxiety (SA), providing support for Hypothesis 3.

Furthermore, the indirect effect of Path 4 is 0.073, accounting for 17.55% of the total indirect effect, with a 95% CI of (0.015, 0.035), Z = 4.800. This indicates that both self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-esteem (SE) sequentially mediate the association between adolescent vulnerable narcissism (VN) and social anxiety (SA), thereby confirming Hypothesis 4. The three dimensions of vulnerable narcissism (VN) are susceptibility, sense of entitlement, and self-admiration; the indirect effect of susceptibility is 0.014, accounting for 18.42% of the total indirect effect, with 95% CI of [0.009, 0.020]; the indirect effect of sense of entitlement is 0.013, accounting for 17.33% of the total indirect effect, with 95% CI of [0.008, 0.018]; the indirect effect of self-admiration is 0.014, accounting for 18.18% of the total indirect effect, with 95% CI of [0.009, 0.020]; this shows that self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-esteem (SE) play a mediating role in the association between the three dimensions of adolescent vulnerable narcissism (VN) and social anxiety (SA) in turn (see Table 2). The dimensional analysis once again shows the validity of Hypothesis 4.

To further investigate the disparities between these pathways, we employed the deviation-corrected percentile Bootstrap test (5000 samples). The outcomes are presented in Table 3. Initially, a significant distinction was observed between Path 2 and Path 3, with Path 2 exhibiting significantly superior performance compared to Path 3 (95% CI = [0.040, 0.102], Z = 4.375). Additionally, there was a notable difference between Path 2 and Path 4, with Path 2 demonstrating significantly better results than Path 4 (95% CI = [0.040, 0.096], Z = 4.786). Simultaneously, no substantial discrepancy was found between Path 3 and Path 4 (95% CI = [−0.023, −0.015], Z = −0.3). In conclusion, among the three mediating effect Paths examined herein, the independent mediating effect of clear self-concept emerges as the most prominent.
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Discussion

Interpretation of the findings

Based on the underlying mechanism of how vulnerable narcissism in adolescents impacts social anxiety, this study aims to gain a deeper understanding of how vulnerable narcissism and its internal dimensions (vulnerability, entitlement, self-admiration) influence social anxiety. The findings indicate a significant positive correlation between adolescents’ vulnerable narcissism and its dimensions with social anxiety and its dimensions. Self-concept clarity plays a mediating role between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. Additionally, self-esteem also acts as a mediator between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. Furthermore, there is evidence of a sequential mediating effect of self-concept clarity and self-esteem between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety.

Firstly, the descriptive statistics reveal that the mean score for vulnerable narcissism is 3.29, indicating a moderate level. This suggests that adolescents generally exhibit an inflated sense of their own uniqueness and perceive themselves as superior, while also displaying a moderate preoccupation with self-centered fantasies. The average score for self-concept clarity is 3.00, falling within the moderate range, suggesting that adolescents’ self-perceptions are still in the process of integration and development. It is worth noting that self-concept clarity often has implications for adolescent learning and daily life [37], making it a matter of concern for educators. The mean score for self-esteem is 2.07, falling within the moderate range. This indicates that overall levels of self-esteem among participants are steadily developing as adolescents undergo rapid physical and psychological growth and gradually enhance their cognitive evaluations of themselves. The mean score for social anxiety is 3.26, also falling within the moderate range. This suggests that although there may be individual differences due to genetic factors, contemporary adolescents generally grow up in supportive family environments with understanding peers. They possess a high level of identity formation and strong learning abilities while establishing some degree of confidence; all these factors contribute to reducing levels of social anxiety.

Secondly, this study has revealed that vulnerable narcissism is a positive predictor of social anxiety among adolescents. This implies that individuals with traits of vulnerable narcissism, characterized by sensitivity to evaluation and vulnerability, experience heightened levels of anxiety in social interactions, which is consistent with previous research [14]. Those who tend towards vulnerable narcissism struggle to maintain their exaggerated defense mechanisms due to increased self-crisis awareness [48]. When their inflated self-image is challenged by the fragility and sensitivity of interpersonal relationships, they worry about negative evaluations of their behavior or emotions and experience high levels of internalized negative emotions. To protect themselves from such threats, they exhibit avoidance behaviors related to evaluative situations leading to an increase in social anxiety.

Furthermore, there exists a significant negative correlation between vulnerable narcissism and clarity of self-concept. This finding supports previous studies conducted abroad [22,31]. Vulnerable narcissists have a confused sense of self-concept which makes them sensitive to evaluative conditions and prone to negative emotions. As a result, they avoid evaluative situations and miss out on opportunities for forming coherent clear and stable self-concepts. Consequently, their self-concept becomes muddled resulting in inaccurate information about themselves being received. This increases the likelihood of experiencing difficulties in forming a well-defined self-concept.

Meanwhile, there exists a significant inverse correlation between vulnerable narcissism and self-esteem among adolescents, which is consistent with the content of DSM-5. According to DSM-5, individuals exhibiting vulnerable narcissistic tendencies may have a fragile self-esteem, thereby supporting previous research findings [49]. While individuals with vulnerable narcissism may experience concerns regarding how they are perceived by others, unlike overt narcissists who employ self-protective mechanisms to uphold high levels of self-worth, those with vulnerable narcissism tend to safeguard themselves through avoidance strategies. Their enduring hypersensitivity and disappointment stemming from unfulfilled expectations contribute to an overall diminished evaluation of themselves and lower levels of self-esteem. Thus, it can be observed that vulnerable narcissism serves as a defensive mechanism aimed at compensating for low or fragile self-esteem.

Consistent with numerous prior research findings in this study are the negative associations between self-esteem and social anxiety [48]. In other words, adolescents possessing elevated levels of self-esteem demonstrate greater confidence and proactivity in social situations. They exhibit more positive psychological traits that render them more appealing to others and elicit better feedback from them. This further reinforces their confidence within a positive cycle of social mindset. Conversely, low levels of self-esteem yield the opposite effect. Therefore, enhancing levels of self-esteem is crucial for mitigating social anxiety among adolescents and fostering healthy interpersonal relationships.

Thirdly, the findings suggest that the clarity of one’s self-concept serves as a mediator between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. The implicit narcissists, despite their highly self-centered characteristics, face a disadvantage in developing a self-concept due to their lack of a clear understanding of themselves and an exaggerated perception of external threats. Consequently, this hinders their ability to establish a coherent self-identity and leads them to seek avoidance or experience anxiety within interpersonal relationships. Therefore, when dealing with adolescents who exhibit strong inclinations towards vulnerable narcissism while also experiencing social anxiety, it is crucial to initially assess the level of clarity and integration in their understanding of themselves. As they mature, their self-concept gradually becomes more refined and incorporates conflicting information into a meaningful whole [50,51]. Henceforth, during the process of growth—particularly throughout the critical period of adolescence—it becomes imperative to provide appropriate support through counseling or therapy for these individuals.

Meanwhile, this study validates the hypothesis that self-esteem serves as a mediating factor between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. This suggests that individuals with a propensity for vulnerable narcissism, stemming from their prolonged hypersensitivity and disappointment resulting from unfulfilled expectations, encounter a decline in self-awareness and evaluation. Consequently, they face challenges in effectively navigating social situations and subsequently develop symptoms of social anxiety. Therefore, to effectively mitigate social anxiety, indirect approaches should be prioritized. For instance, if a high school student exhibit pronounced tendencies towards vulnerable narcissism alongside social anxiety, particular attention should be directed towards enhancing their self-evaluation. From the perspective of cognitive psychology, low self-esteem is regarded as maladaptive cognition while high self-esteem signifies relatively more functional cognitive patterns [52]. This implies that future research could explore the implementation of cognitive therapies aimed at ameliorating levels of self-esteem as an intervention for alleviating social anxiety among individuals with vulnerable narcissistic traits.

Finally, the study revealed that self-concept clarity and self-esteem serve as mediators in the relationship between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety. The findings of this study support the hypothesized model. These results suggest that individuals with higher levels of vulnerable narcissism experience heightened social anxiety due to their ambiguous self-concept and diminished overall self-evaluation. In other words, individuals with a propensity for vulnerable narcissism struggle to comprehend and define themselves, leading to reduced levels of self-awareness and increased interpersonal anxiety. Vulnerable narcissism, also known as maladaptive narcissism, not only contributes to social anxiety but also gives rise to various emotional and behavioral challenges. It is important to note that intervening in vulnerable narcissism, which is a personality trait resistant to change, poses difficulties in achieving immediate transformations through short-term therapeutic interventions.

Therefore, in order to mitigate social anxiety, indirect approaches can be considered. Self-concept clarity and self-esteem are facets of overall self-perception that can be relatively easily modified through intervention. Social anxiety is a prominent emotional characteristic during adolescence and effective interventions can be achieved through psychological therapy or counseling [53–55].

Future research implication

The present study examines the influence mechanism of self-concept clarity and self-esteem on implicit narcissism and social anxiety, thereby enhancing the theoretical foundation of social anxiety. It is noteworthy that self-esteem and self-concept clarity are intricately linked to the developmental characteristics of adolescents, providing a more comprehensive explanation for adolescent social anxiety in real-life contexts. Adolescence is a pivotal period for the development and formation of personality. By examining the correlation between vulnerable narcissism and social anxiety among adolescents, we can analyze behavioral patterns and mitigate factors contributing to social anxiety. Strengthening education on self-esteem and fostering clarity of self-concept in teenagers can effectively reduce manifestations of social anxiety, while also emphasizing the significance of mental health education within educational institutions and among parents. Furthermore, investigating the efficacy of group counseling interventions can offer valuable insights into addressing and treating social anxiety.

Limitations and future research

This study also has certain limitations. Future research could obtain more precise data from actual clinical groups and re-validate the findings by including adolescent clinical groups from different regions and age levels as subjects, thereby enhancing the potential for generalization. Furthermore, the limited scope of research content hinders a comprehensive exploration and analysis of the intricate relationship between implicit narcissism and social anxiety, particularly in terms of dynamic observations on self-esteem levels and self-concept clarity. To delve deeper into this subject matter, future studies could incorporate longitudinal investigations and intervention programs.

Conclusions

In summary, the vulnerable narcissism of adolescents can not only directly contribute to social anxiety but also indirectly affect it through the separate mediating roles of self-concept clarity and self-esteem. To improve teenagers’ social skills and promote their overall well-being, it is crucial for families, schools, and society to recognize the importance of interpersonal abilities. Efforts should be made to boost self-esteem, foster a healthy self-image, and encourage self-acceptance. Educators and parents should assist adolescents with implicit narcissistic tendencies in cultivating a well-defined self-concept and self-identity, as these are crucial factors that can contribute to the mitigation of social anxiety within interpersonal relationships.
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TABLE 2

Summary of hypothesis testing results

Path Bootstrapping Effect Effectiveness ratio

Bias-corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI

Lower Upper Lower Upper

VN-SCC-SE-SA 0.016 0.036 0.015 0.035 0.073 17.55%
VN (1)-SCC-SE-SA 0.009 0.021 0.009 0.020 0.014 18.42%
VN (2)-SCC-SE-SA 0.008 0.020 0.008 0.019 0.013 17.33%
VN (3)-SCC-SE-SA 0.009 0.021 0.009 0.020 0.014 18.18%
VN-SE-SA 0.008 0.040 0.007 0.038 0.066 15.87%
VN-SCC-SA 0.066 0.123 0.065 0.121 0.277 66.58%
VN-SA 0.124 0.267 0.123 0.267 0.584
Total effect 0.255 0.407 0.255 0.407

Notes: VN = vulnerable narcissism; VN (1) = susceptibility; VN (2) = sense of entitlement; VN (3) = Self-admiration; SCC = Self-concept
clarity; SE = self-esteem; SA = social Anxiety.
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TABLE 1

Descriptive and correlation analysis (n = 982)

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Susceptibility 329 094 -
2. Sense of privilege 326 0.98 0.540%* -
3. Self-admiration 3.35 0.98 0.492**  0.509**
4. Vulnerable narcissism (VN) 3.29 0.80 0.888** 0.828** 0.721**
5. Self-esteem (SE) 2.07 0.65 —0.144** -0.160"* —0.153** -0.182%* -
6. Self-concept clarity (SCC) 3.00 0.85 —0.236%* 0.243*%* —0.257"* —0.291** 0.363**
7. Fear of negative evaluation ~ 3.28 0.91 0.173** 0.212%* 0.168** 0.222% -0.238** —0.279** -
8. Avoidance of unfamiliar 3.25 098 0.110%*  0.141**  0.198** 0.166** -0.278%* —0.293** 0.335% -
situations
9. Avoidance of general 3.23 096 0.181** 0.205** 0.181** 0227 -0.267** —0.339** 0.265** 0.240** -
situations
10. Social anxiety (SA) 326 0.70 0.210%*  0.254**  0.245%*  0.279%*  -0.349"* —0.404** 0.834* 0.713** 0.584** -

Notes: M: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (three-tailed); M: mean; SD: standard deviation; n = 982.





OEBPS/Images/table-3.png
TABLE 3

Summary of hypothesis path comparison results

Hypothesis path Point estimate Product of coefficients Bootstrapping
Bias-corrected 95% CI Percentile 95% CI
SE Z Lower Upper Lower Upper
Contrast 1 (Path 2-Path 3) 0.070 0.016 4.375 0.041 0.103 0.040 0.102
Contrast 2 (Path 2-Path 4) 0.067 0.014 4.786 0.042 0.098 0.040 0.096

Contrast 3 (Path 3-Path 4) —0.003 0.010 -0.3 —-0.022 0.016 —0.023 0.015






OEBPS/Images/copy.png





OEBPS/Images/ijmhp-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/IntJMentHealthPromot-26-50445-f002.png
Susceptibility

Sense of
privilege

self-
admiration

1.00

self—copcept 25 self-esteem
clarity (SE)
(SCC)
.99 -43 -1 -.21 -22
1.00,
vulnerable social
1.08 narcissism anxiety 1.07
(VN) 19 (SA)
1.05

Fear of negative evaluation

Avoidance of unfamiliar
situations

Avoidance of general situations






OEBPS/Images/logo.png





