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There has not been a great deal of research exploring the relationship between level of narcissism and perceptions 

of dating infidelity. The current study examined how college undergraduates define infidelity (i.e., the emotional 

and physical intimacy that takes place outside an existing romantic relationship) in dating relationships, and 

whether their measured level of narcissism (i.e., cognitive-affective preoccupation with the self, which refers to a 

focus on the self and an over-concern with one’s own wants, needs, ambitions, dominance, and fulfillment) 

influences these perceptions. Thirty college students completed a narcissism questionnaire (NPI-40) and then rated 

the extent to which a particular behavior would be considered cheating. We hypothesized that participants who 

self-reported higher levels of narcissism would be more likely to rate ambiguous hypothetical situation as 

examples of infidelity. Results revealed no relationship between narcissistic personality and judgments of 

infidelity. 
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Infidelity may have devastating consequences on 

romantic relationships. The adverse consequences range 

anywhere from severe emotional distress to violence and 

divorce (Wilson, Mattingly, Clark, Bequette & Weidler, 2011). 

In fact, Previti and Amato (2004) found that infidelity is 

considered a major source of relationship decay. Barta and 

Kiene (2005) described infidelity as a deviance in normative 

relationship functioning, or what is also considered an extra-

dyadic interaction (EDI). EDI refers to the relational and 

physical intimacy that takes place outside an existing romantic 

relationship. They determined that a multifactor model of 

infidelity could provide a more accurate representation for 

understanding the motives for infidelity compared to the two-

factor ‘emotional versus sexual’ understanding. The Big Five 

Inventory was administered to participants and the results 

indicated that individuals with certain personality traits have 

distinct motivations for infidelity compared to those with other 

personality traits. Individuals high in neuroticism (i.e., the 

tendency  to experience  negative affective states such as worry 
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and self-doubt, impulsivity), low in agreeableness (i.e., the 

tendency to avoid interpersonal conflict and seek harmonious 

relationships), extraversion (i.e., the tendency to experience 

positive affective states such as happiness and self-esteem), and 

low conscientiousness (i.e., the tendency to persevere at tasks 

and follow rules) were more likely to cheat on a romantic 

partner.  

 Interpersonal (romantic) relationships play a 

significant role in our daily functioning system (Yumbul, 

Cavusoglu, & Geyimci, 2010). However, maladaptive patterns 

of behavior can impair functioning in these relationships. For 

instance, King (2011) measured romantic attachment and 

general conflict behavior in individuals who were in romantic 

relationships, and he observed how each couple communicated 

during problem solving discussions. He found that couples who 

demonstrated maladaptive patterns of behaviors, such as 

defensiveness, blame, need for control, expressions of 

superiority, emotional patterns of anger in response to blame, 

and distain, also reported lower levels of relationship 

satisfaction, less secure relationship attachments, and more 

frequent and severe conflicts.  

 Narcissism is defined by maladaptive patterns of 

behavior (Brown, 1997), such as feelings of superiority and 

entitlement, expectations for special treatment, exaggerations of 

abilities and personal qualities, demands for attention and 

admiration, exploitation, contempt, and lack of empathy 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2012). Consequently, 
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narcissists do not make loving, compassionate partners (Keller, 

Blincoe, Gilbert, DeWall, Haak, & Widiger, 2014). Narcissists 

idealize their romantic partners and, consequently, when 

imperfections become apparent they develop feelings of 

contempt. Narcissists believe that they have greater options for 

romantic partners, and this leads them to be less committed to 

their relationships (Campbell, Foster, & Finkel, 2002). 

Further, narcissists tend to be skilled at utilizing interpersonal 

relationships to enhance their own self-esteem. For example, 

people might choose an attractive partner because their 

partner’s beauty serves as an enhancing fashion accessory that 

makes them appear to be impressive or more attractive 

themselves. These characteristics are examples of interpersonal 

self-regulation (Brown, 1997).  

 Rhodewalt and Morf (1995) suggested that some 

defining features of narcissism could potentially contribute to a 

conflict behavioral style, which includes opposition, skepticism 

of others’ intentions, and a competitive nature, that in turn 

leads to interpersonal conflict. In fact, Hundyady, Josephs, and 

Jost (2008) went on to describe narcissists as being defensive, 

egocentric, and lacking of empathy for others. These facets 

were all positively related to unfaithful behavior in romantic 

relationships (Atkins, Yi, Baucom, & Christensen, 2005). 

Additionally, narcissists use rationalization as an attempt to 

justify or find reasons for unacceptable behavior or feelings and 

consciously present them as tolerable and acceptable (Brown, 

1997). When self-esteem is threatened, narcissists use 

rationalization as a coping mechanism, which involves an 

(unconscious) alteration of people, things, and events 

(Rhodewalt & Morf, 1995). In fact, narcissists respond to 

threats to their inflated self-view with hostility, rage, or 

physical aggression (Keller et al., 2014). Ultimately, narcissists 

might be more prepared to commit morally deviant acts, such 

as infidelity, in the name of vanity, conceit, and egocentrism 

compared to non-narcissists. 

 Wilson, Mattingly, Clark, Weidler, and Bequette 

(2011) administered the Perceptions of Infidelity Dating Scale 

(which assesses views on various behaviors that may be 

indicative of cheating), an assessment to measure guilt 

regarding cheating, the Coping with Unwanted Sexual 

Situations Scale (which assesses the frequency that people use 

particular behaviors to cope with sexual attraction to an 

opposite-sex friend), and the Sociosexual Orientation Scale 

(which assesses individual differences in willingness to engage 

in uncommitted sexual relations) to participants. They found 

that participants who perceived the PDIS behaviors as cheating 

were more likely to report feeling greater guilt regarding the 

hypothetical cheating scenarios. Individuals with an 

unrestricted sociosexual orientation (i.e., the tendency to act on 

extra-dyadic situations and a decreased tendency to distance 

oneself from tempting extra-dyadic situations) were less likely 

to view the PDIS behaviors as cheating. Further, Mattingly, 

Wilson, Clark, Bequette, and Weidler (2010) administered the 

PDIS to participants and found that most participants perceived 

sexual interactions as cheating, however, participants had 

differing perceptions of more ambiguous behaviors such as 

eating or drinking with and hugging someone other than a 

romantic partner.   

 Researchers have focused on which individuals are 

susceptible to infidelity, how particular personality traits relate 

to maladaptive sexual attitudes and behaviors, as well as the 

prevalence, predictors, and behaviors that are perceived to 

constitute infidelity (Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Wilson et al., 

2011). However, no research has explored the presence of 

specific personality characteristics, such as narcissism, in 

relation to the perceptions of dating infidelity (Wilson et al., 

2011). Thus, it is important to examine the relationship 

between narcissism and perceptions of infidelity in order to 

develop a better understanding of factors that might influence 

the likelihood of engaging in infidelity-related behaviors.  

 The present study was designed to examine whether 

narcissists have different perceptions about what constitutes 

infidelity compared to non-narcissists. We are particularly 

interested in this notion of “perception”, because research has 

shown that narcissists are overtly egocentric in their 

perceptions of reality, which can result in the tendency to alter 

perceptions of reality, specifically concerning infidelity 

(Brown, 1997). Although narcissistic personality disorder is 

relatively rare in the general population, narcissistic traits are 

consistently related to interpersonal problems (Miller & 

Campbell, 2008). In this current study, we use the term 

narcissist to indicate people with higher scores on self-reports 

of narcissistic behaviors relative to others. Thus, we 

hypothesized that participants who self-reported higher levels 

of narcissism would be more likely to rate ambiguous 

hypothetical situations as examples of infidelity. Our goal is to 

present the current findings as a way to incite further research 

and discussion in terms of individual differences and the 

likelihood of engaging in infidelity-related behaviors.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 Participants consisted of 30 (21 female, 9 male) 

psychology undergraduate students enrolled in the Introduction 

to Research Methods course, recruited from the University of 

Minnesota. Participants’ ages ranged from 20-31 (M= 21.43, 

SD= 2.04). The majority of the sample was female (70%) and 

Caucasian (73%, 3.3% African American, 10% Asian/Pacific 

Islander, 3.3% Latino/a, 10% Biracial, 0% Other). 

Approximately 56.6% of the sample reported being in some 

type of romantic relationship [23.3% dating casually, 3.3% 

dating regularly, 30% dating exclusively (no one else), 0% 

engaged, 0% married]. When asked if they were currently in a 

committed relationship, 33.3% responded “yes”.  

 

Procedure 

 After participants gave informed consent to participate 

in the study, researchers distributed a packet of questionnaires 

to a group of participants during a mass testing session. Each 

packet contained several demographic items (i.e., age, gender, 

race, and relationship status), the Perceptions of Dating 
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Infidelity Scale (PDIS; Wilson et al., 2011), and the 

Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI-40; Raskin & Terry, 

1988). Each participant completed the packet of questionnaires, 

composed of identical questions in the same chronological 

order. After the participants completed the assessments, the 

researcher provided a written debriefing that explained the 

implications, goals, and outcomes of the study.  

  

Materials 

 Demographic Items. The demographic items consisted 

of five questions that included age, gender, race, and 

relationship status.  

 PDIS. The Perceptions of Dating Infidelity Scale 

(PDIS; Wilson et al., 2011) is a 12-item questionnaire that was 

used to assess participants’ views on various behaviors that 

may be indicative of romantic cheating (see Appendix A). The 

PDIS consisted of three subscales: Ambiguous, Deceptive, and 

Explicit. The Ambiguous factor contained the following 

behaviors: talking on the phone or Internet, eating or drinking, 

dancing, hugging, buying and/or receiving gifts, and going 

places. The Deceptive factor contained the following behaviors: 

lying to and withholding information from one’s partner. The 

Explicit factor contained the following behaviors: dating, heavy 

petting/fondling, oral sex, and sexual intercourse. With the 

exception of lying and withholding information, all items were 

worded to indicate that the behavior is being engaged with an 

individual who is not the romantic partner. Participants were 

asked to rate the extent to which each behavior is considered 

cheating based on a 5-point scale (1 extremely low level of 

cheating, 5 extremely high level of cheating).  

 NPI-40. The Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI-

40; Raskin & Terry, 1988) is a 40-item forced-choice 

questionnaire that was designed to measure individual 

differences in narcissistic personality traits (see Appendix B). 

Higher scores indicated greater affirmation of narcissistic traits. 

The NPI consisted of seven subscales: Authority (dominance, 

assertiveness, leadership, criticality, and self-confidence), 

Exhibitionism (exhibitionism, sensation seeking, extraversion, 

and a lack of impulse control), Superiority (dominance, 

assertiveness, leadership, criticality, and self-confidence), 

Entitlement (ambitiousness, need for power, dominance, 

hostility, toughness, a lack of self-control, and tolerance for 

others), Self-Sufficiency (assertiveness, independence, self-

confidence, and need for achievement), Vanity (regarding 

oneself as physically attractive and being actually judged to be 

physically attractive), and Superiority (capacity for status, 

social presence, self-confidence, and narcissistic ego inflation).  

 

RESULTS 

 
To score the PDIS, we computed the mean score of all 

the items. We added up the ratings of each statement (1 being 

extremely low level of cheating, 5 being extremely high level of 

cheating) and divided the sum of ratings by 60, which was the 

maximum possible total of ratings on the 12 items. A score of 

1.0  meant  that  they perceived  every item  to  be  a very high  

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Scatterplot and regression line for total NPI-40 scores and 

PDIS scores. 

 

 
level of cheating, while a score of 0.20 meant that they 

perceived every item to be a very low level of cheating (Wilson 

et al., 2011). 

 To score the NPI-40 we referred to Raskin, & Terry’s 

(1988) scoring key (see Appendix C) and assigned one point 

for each response that matched the key: each point 

corresponded to a narcissistic attribute. Next, we added all of 

the participants’ scores to obtain their total revised NPI-40 

score. Higher NPI scores reflect greater affirmation of 

narcissistic traits (i.e., Authority, Exhibitionism, Superiority, 

Entitlement, Self-Sufficiency, Vanity, and Superiority). An 

individual needed to achieve a score greater than or equal to 

15.3 in order to be considered narcissistic according to the 

published standards of the NPI-40 (Raskin & Terry, 1988). A 

total of eight participants reported a score of 15.3 or greater. 

We then computed a Pearson correlation to determine 

the relationship between the PDIS score and the NPI-40 score. 

Results indicated that narcissism and PDIS were not 

significantly correlated, r(29) = 0.054, p = 0.390. From the 

scatterplot (see Figure 1), it can be seen that there was no 

relationship between scores on the NPI-40 and PDIS.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 
The present study was designed to examine whether 

narcissists have different perceptions about what constitutes 

infidelity compared to non-narcissists. As indicated in the 

introduction, we were particularly interested in this notion of 

“perception”, because research has shown that narcissists are 

overtly egocentric in their perceptions of reality, which can 

result in the tendency to alter perceptions of reality, specifically 

concerning infidelity (Brown, 1997). The results of this 

experiment did not support our hypothesis that participants who 

self-reported higher levels of narcissism would be more likely 

to  rate   ambiguous  hypothetical   situations  as   examples  of  
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infidelity. Thus, the results suggest that narcissists have the 

similar perceptions of cheating as non-narcissists.  

 There are possible methodological limitations that 

might have contributed to the failure to detect a significant 

relationship between the two variables. The first problem was 

our sample size. We used a small sample of 30 college 

undergraduates, largely consisting of female Caucasians. Thus, 

the sample was not representative of the population. Further, 

when the sample size is too small it is difficult to obtain 

significant results, and the possibility of a Type II error 

increases. Therefore, a larger and more representative sample 

would be beneficial. Another limitation is that our sample 

largely consisted of students studying psychology. They could 

have prior knowledge on our topic, thus, biasing our sample. 

For instance, participants might have figured out what was 

being measured, which may have altered their responses. 

Lastly, we used self-reported data. Self-reported data is limited 

by the fact that it cannot be independently verified. 

 It is possible that self-reports are not useful measures 

for individuals on the higher end of the narcissistic continuum. 

A narcissist’s perception of reality is overtly egocentric. For 

instance, when self-esteem is threatened, narcissists use 

rationalization as a coping mechanism, which involves an 

(unconscious) alteration of people, things, and events 

(Rhodewalt & Morf, 1995). Additionally, narcissists use 

rationalization as an attempt to justify or find reasons for 

unacceptable behavior or feelings and consciously present them 

as tolerable and acceptable (Brown, 1997). For instance, if a 

narcissist were to commit an act of infidelity while intoxicated, 

they might rationalize their behavior by blaming it on alcohol, 

and then they would perceive their behavior as being 

acceptable. Narcissists have a tendency to use denial as a 

method of coping with conflict, anxiety, and personal distress. 

Through denial, narcissistic individuals refuse awareness, 

knowledge, or responsibility for faults that might be a threat to 

their self-image (Brown, 1997). Further, narcissists attribute 

positive events and outcomes to one’s own agency and blame 

failure on the situation (Rhodewalt & Morf, 1998). Their 

tendency to alter reality may make narcissists more susceptible 

to dishonesty on self-report surveys. It could be helpful to 

obtain more information from a source that does not include a 

self-report, (e.g., from a family member or close friend). 

However, close family or friends may not be aware of a 

narcissist’s perception of infidelity, so this may pose additional 

problems.  

While this study found no relationship between 

narcissism and perceptions of dating infidelity, it does 

contribute to the literature by demonstrating that narcissists 

have similar perceptions of cheating as non-narcissists. 

Additionally, our results may not extend to the general 

population; yet, our results may motivate further research and 

discussion in terms of individual differences and the likelihood 

of engaging in infidelity-related behaviors. 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

 
The Perceptions of Dating Infidelity Scale (PDIS) 

 

Instructions: Please rate the extent to which each behavior is or is not 

considered romantic cheating based on a 5-point scale (1 = extremely low level 

of cheating, 5 = extremely high level of cheating). 

 

1) Hugging someone other than your romantic partner.  

2) Eating/drinking with someone other than your romantic partner. 

3) Dancing with someone other than your romantic partner.  

4) Go somewhere with someone other than your romantic partner. 

5) Talking on the phone (i.e., texting) or Internet with someone other than your 

romantic partner. 

6) Buy or receive gifts from someone other than your romantic partner.  

7) Sexual intercourse with someone other than your romantic partner. 

8) Oral sex with someone other than your romantic partner. 

9) Dating someone other than your romantic partner. 

10) Heavy petting or fondling someone other than your romantic partner. 

11) Withholding information from your romantic partner. 

12) Lying to your romantic partner. 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

Personality Inventory 

 

This inventory consists of a number of pairs of statements with which you may 

or may not identify. 

 

Instructions: You may identify with both A and B.  However, in this case you 

should choose the statement, which seems closer to yourself and your own 

feelings. Or, if you do not identify with either statement, select the one, which 

is least objectionable or remote. In other words, read each pair of statements 

and then choose the one that is closer to your own feelings. Indicate your 

answer by writing the letter (A or B) in the space provided to the right of each 

item.  Please do not skip any items. 

 

1. A. I have a natural talent for influencing people. 

B. I am not good at influencing people.  

 

2. A. Modesty doesn't become me. 

B. I am essentially a modest person.  

 

3. A. I would do almost anything on a dare. 

B. I tend to be a fairly cautious person.  

 

4. A. When people compliment me I sometimes get embarrassed. 

B. I know that I am good because everybody keeps telling me so.  

 

5. A. The thought of ruling the world frightens the hell out of me. 

B. If I ruled the world it would be a better place.  

 

6. A. I can usually talk my way out of anything. 

B. I try to accept the consequences of my behavior.  

 

7. A. I prefer to blend in with the crowd. 

B. I like to be the center of attention.  

 

8. A. I will be a success. 

B. I am not too concerned about success.  

 

9. A. I am no better or worse than most people. 

B. I think I am a special person.  

 

10. A. I am not sure if I would make a good leader. 

B. I see myself as a good leader.  
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11. A. I am assertive. 

B. I wish I were more assertive.  

 

12. A. I like to have authority over other people. 

B. I don't mind following orders. 

 

13. A. I find it easy to manipulate people. 

B. I don't like it when I find myself manipulating people. 

 

14. A. I insist upon getting the respect that is due me. 

B. I usually get the respect that I deserve.  

 

15. A. I don't particularly like to show off my body. 

B. I like to show off my body.  

 

16. A. I can read people like a book. 

B. People are sometimes hard to understand. 

 

17. A. If I feel competent I am willing to take responsibility for making 

decisions. 

B. I like to take responsibility for making decisions. 

 

18. A. I just want to be reasonably happy. 

B. I want to amount to something in the eyes of the world. 

 

19. A. My body is nothing special. 

B. I like to look at my body.  

 

20. A. I try not to be a show off. 

B. I will usually show off if I get the chance.  

 

21. A. I always know what I am doing. 

B. Sometimes I am not sure of what I am doing.  

 

22. A. I sometimes depend on people to get things done. 

B. I rarely depend on anyone else to get things done. 

 

23. A. Sometimes I tell good stories. 

B. Everybody likes to hear my stories.  

 

24. A. I expect a great deal from other people. 

B. I like to do things for other people.  

 

25. A. I will never be satisfied until I get all that I deserve. 

B. I take my satisfactions as they come.  

 

26. A. Compliments embarrass me. 

B. I like to be complimented.  

 

27. A. I have a strong will to power. 

B. Power for its own sake doesn't interest me. 

 

28. A. I don't care about new fads and fashions. 

B. I like to start new fads and fashions.  

 

29. A. I like to look at myself in the mirror. 

B. I am not particularly interested in looking at myself in the mirror. 

 

30. A. I really like to be the center of attention. 

B. It makes me uncomfortable to be the center of attention.  

 

31. A. I can live my life in any way I want to. 

B. People can't always live their lives in terms of what they want.  

 

32. A. Being an authority doesn't mean that much to me. 

B. People always seem to recognize my authority.  

 

33. A. I would prefer to be a leader. 

B. It makes little difference to me whether I am a leader or not.  

 

 

34. A. I am going to be a great person. 

B. I hope I am going to be successful.  

 

35. A. People sometimes believe what I tell them. 

B. I can make anybody believe anything I want them to.  

 

36. A. I am a born leader. 

B. Leadership is a quality that takes a long time to develop.  

 

37. A. I wish somebody would someday write my biography. 

B. I don't like people to pry into my life for any reason.  

 

38. A. I get upset when people don't notice how I look when I go out in public. 

B. I don't mind blending into the crowd when I go out in public.  

 

39. A. I am more capable than other people. 

B. There is a lot that I can learn from other people. 

 

40. A. I am much like everybody else. 

B. I am an extraordinary person.  

 

APPENDIX C 

 

Scoring Key 

 

Assign one point for each response that matches the key: 

 

1, 2 and 3: A 

4, 5: B 

6: A 

7: B 

8: A 

9, 10: B 

11, 12, 13, 14: A 

15: B 

16: A 

17, 18, 19, 20: B 

21: A 

22, 23: B 

24, 25: A 

26: B 

27: A 

28: B 

29, 30, 31: A 

32: B 

33, 34: A 

35. B 

36, 37, 38, 39: A 

40: B 
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