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Objective: Narcissism has extensive intrapersonal and interpersonal consequences and is a 
predictor of several forms of psychopathology. Pathological narcissism is considered as a risk 
factor for suicidal ideation (SI). This research aimed to examine the mediating role of emotion 
regulation deficits and rumination in the relationship between pathological narcissism and SI.

Methods: A total of 463 students (232 girls, 231 boys) from public universities in Tehran 
Province, Iran participated in this study. Participants completed the Brief-pathological narcissism 
inventory (B-PNI), difficulties in emotion regulation scale (DERS), ruminative response scale 
(RRS), and beck SI inventory (BSSI). 

Results: The results indicated that pathological narcissism was positively and significantly 
associated with SI, emotion regulation difficulties, and rumination (P<0.01). However, 
vulnerable narcissism (VN) showed stronger associations with these variables than grandiose 
narcissism (GN). Structural equation modeling indicated that emotion regulation difficulties 
significantly mediated the relationship between VN and SI (P<0.01).

Conclusion: These findings suggest that deficits in emotion regulation, particularly in the 
context of VN, play a key role in explaining SI among university students. 
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Introduction

uicidal ideation (SI) refers to a variety of 
thoughts, desires, and concerns related to 
suicide and death (Obegi, 2018). More pre-
cisely, SI can be defined as planning suicide 
without carrying it out (O’Carroll et al., 

1996). Descriptions of self-destructive behaviors and at-
tempts to end life are usually marked by intentionality, 
motivations, and various consequences, such as seeking 
attention, relieving emotional pain, and self-punishment 
(Dammann & Gerisch, 2005). There is a relationship 
between pathological narcissism and suicide, so that 
among personality disorders, narcissistic personality dis-
order has one of the strongest associations with suicide 
after borderline personality disorder (Ansell et al., 2015). 
Pathological narcissism and narcissistic personality dis-
order can be considered risk factors for SI among youth, 
adults, and older adults (Pincus et al., 2015).

The ability to maintain a positive view of oneself is con-
sidered a main characteristic of narcissism (Cain et al., 
2008). According to its phenotype, narcissism has two 

main manifestations: grandiose and vulnerable (Pincus & 
Lukowitsky, 2010). Grandiose narcissism (GN) is char-
acterized by dominance, interpersonal exploitation, con-
stant striving for personal advancement, and unawareness 
of the impact of these behaviors on others. In vulnerable 
narcissism (VN), when grandiose expectations are met 
with failure and frustration, a state of explosive anger and 
hostility appears, with the difference that these feelings 
are often preceded by humiliation and sadness. In this ex-
pression of narcissism, grandiose fantasies and claims are 
hidden beneath shyness, attention seeking, fear of others’ 
negative evaluation, social avoidance, and emotional de-
tachment (Dickinson & Pincus, 2005). 

Narcissism has extensive intrapersonal and interperson-
al consequences and is a predictor of symptoms of de-
pression (Shen, 2023), anxiety (Brailovskaia et al., 2021), 
eating disorders especially bulimia nervosa (Lashinger, 
2021), and suicide (Williams et al., 2021). The present 
study examines the relationship between narcissism and 
SI. A key question is whether this relationship is direct or 
whether other psychological variables mediate the rela-
tionship between narcissism and SI.

Highlights 

● VN was significantly associated with SI.

● DERS mediated the relationship between VN and SI.

● GN showed a weaker relationship with SI.

● Rumination did not significantly mediate the relationship between narcissism and SI. 

Plain Language Summary 

This study explored the relationship between different types of narcissism and suicidal thoughts, and whether 
problems with managing emotions and getting stuck in negative thought loops helped explain this relationship. We 
surveyed 463 university students, asking them about their personality traits, their ability to handle difficult emotions, 
their tendency to ruminate (that is, repetitively thinking about negative feelings), and any thoughts of suicide. We 
looked at two forms of narcissism: grandiose narcissism (GN), which involves an inflated sense of self-importance 
and a need for admiration, and vulnerable narcissism (VN), which involves underlying feelings of insecurity and 
shame, often hidden behind a facade of shyness or emotional detachment. Our findings showed that students who 
scored higher in VN were more likely to experience suicidal thoughts. A key reason for this was that they also reported 
greater difficulties in managing their emotions. In other words, when faced with emotional pain or disappointment, 
their struggle to regulate those intense feelings partly explained why they were more prone to suicidal thoughts. While 
we also found a relationship between GN and suicidal thoughts, problems with emotion regulation and rumination did 
not appear to significantly mediate this relationship. This research matters because it helps us understand that not all 
narcissism is the same, and the more hidden, vulnerable type can be particularly risky for mental health. It highlights 
the critical importance of helping individuals, especially young people, develop healthy skills to cope with and manage 
their emotions as a way to protect their well-being and reduce suicidal risk.
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Among other issues investigated in the present research 
is to examine the possible mediating role of difficulties in 
emotion regulation (DERS) in the relationship between 
narcissism and SI. Emotional management is considered 
as a set of internal and external processes through which 
individuals monitor, evaluate and adjust the implicit and 
underlying processes of emotion (Gross, 1998). DERS 
are defined as maladaptive emotional responses that 
are the result of ineffective understanding, reaction, and 
management of emotions (Mennin et al., 2007). 

Baumeister (1990) which makes self-awareness pain-
ful. Awareness of the self’s inadequacies generates nega-
tive affect, and the individual therefore desires to escape 
from self-awareness and the associated affect. The per-
son tries to achieve a state of cognitive deconstruction 
(constricted temporal focus, concrete thinking, immedi-
ate or proximal goals, cognitive rigidity, and rejection 
of meaning views self-destruction as a coping strategy 
to avoid psychological and emotional pain. The nega-
tive emotions resulting from not achieving the standards 
considered for oneself and being unable to apply more 
constructive strategies to cope with these negative emo-
tions may lead individuals to perceive suicide as the only 
solution. In the cry of pain theory, Williams et al. (2021) 
consider suicide to be the result of a sense of failure and 
being trapped, both of which lead to the expectation of 
a sense of insecurity. Klonsky and May (2015), in their 
theory of self-destruction, emphasized the importance of 
emotional and psychological pain in suicide. According 
to their theory, the combination of pain and hopelessness 
may lead to the emergence of SI, which can be exacer-
bated by the lack of social support.

The role of rumination in the relationship between nar-
cissism and SI is another issue examined in this study. 
This was another subject investigated in this study. In 
light of the presented theoretical foundations, particu-
larly the role of rumination as a maladaptive cognitive 
strategy in emotion regulation, this study aims to investi-
gate its mediating role in the relationship between narcis-
sism and SI. As indicated, rumination has not only been 
identified as a key mechanism in perpetuating negative 
emotions, such as shame and anger, in individuals with 
narcissism (Krizan & Johar, 2015), but can also be con-
sidered an inefficient emotion regulation strategy that 
has received less attention in current models. Although 
the role of general DERS is well-established in the re-
lationship between narcissism and suicidal thoughts, 
evidence suggests that rumination, as a specific form 
of passive and repetitive emotional processing, can ex-
plain a direct and unique pathway in this relationship 
(Fatfouta et al., 2015). Therefore, by adding the variable 

of rumination to the model, this study seeks to provide 
a more comprehensive understanding of the cognitive-
emotional mechanisms underlying the relationship be-
tween narcissism and SI, demonstrating how an exces-
sive and uncontrollable focus on negative emotions can 
intensify this relationship. Rumination can be described 
as a process of repetitive negative thinking (Smith & Al-
loy, 2009). VN is related to a pessimistic attitude towards 
the past as well as a bias in recalling unpleasant memo-
ries, and in this way leads to intrapersonal consequences, 
such as negative emotions, decreased self-esteem and 
life satisfaction, as well as interpersonal consequences, 
such as anger and hostility (Zajenkowski et al., 2021). 
Maladaptive rumination, which is often experienced as 
unwanted thoughts, while reducing positive affect and 
psychological resilience, does not help to solve the prob-
lem (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). Brooding is a type 
of maladaptive rumination that usually requires contrast-
ing the present state with a not accomplished perfect 
state (Treynor et al., 2003). Therefore, it is possible that 
a narcissistic person may resort to rumination as a cogni-
tive approach when coping disappointment and failure 
to achieve grandiose fantasies. Rumination is also one 
of the correlates of depression (Wisco & Harp, 2021), 
which can be related to the consequences of depression, 
including SI and self-destructive behaviors (Chiang et 
al., 2022). Hence, another issue investigated in the pres-
ent research was the possible intervening function of ru-
mination between narcissism and SI.

Briefly, this research examined the association between 
narcissism and SI, as well as the intervening function of 
deficits in management of emotions and rumination in 
the relationship between narcissism and SI. Although in 
some recent studies, the role of narcissism as a deter-
minant variable for self-destruction (Sprio et al., 2021) 
and also the mediating role of some psychological vari-
ables and narcissism (Chiang et al., 2022; Zajenkowski 
et al., 2021) have been examined, the mediating role of 
rumination alone or along with deficits in affect manage-
ment in association between narcissism and SI has not 
received much attention and there is an obvious research 
gap in this area. According to the available evidence in 
the area of research variables, the following hypotheses 
were tested: 1) There is a relationship between GN and 
VN with SI; 2) There is a relationship between GN and 
VN with rumination; 3) Emotion regulation deficits and 
rumination play an intervening function between GN 
and VN with SI.
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Materials and Methods

Research design

The statistical population of this research included all 
undergraduate and graduate students at public universi-
ties in Tehran Province, Iran, who were enrolled during 
the 2023–2024 academic year. To control for the poten-
tial confounding effects of general psychological dis-
tress and its core components, all potential participants 
were initially screened using the depression, anxiety, 
and stress scales (DASS-21) (Lovibond & Lovibond,  
1995). Individuals who scored above the established 
clinical cutoff points on both the depression and anxiety 
subscales were excluded from the final sample (Sahebi 
et al., 2005). This methodological rigor helps to distin-
guish the unique contributions of narcissistic traits from 
the effects of co-occurring mood and anxiety symptoms. 
Convenience sampling was used, and the questionnaires 
were completed in person. Five hundred students partici-
pated in the present study. Due to incomplete responses, 
37 students were excluded from the statistical analy-
ses. Consequently, the final sample consisted of 463 
students (232 girls, 231 boys). The Mean±SD age was 
22.83±2.31) years, with ages ranging from 18 to 28. 

Ethical considerations

Before participants filled out the questionnaires, they 
were given written information about the study’s aims, 
instructions for completing the forms, and ethical con-
siderations, such as informed consent and data confi-
dentiality. Confidentiality was ensured, and participants 
were informed that their data would be used solely for 
research purposes. Researchers visited campuses, class-
es, and dormitories of public universities in Tehran Prov-
ince, and all participants completed the questionnaires 
voluntarily.

Measures

The brief-pathological narcissism inventory (B-PNI) 
(Schoenleber et al., 2015) is a 28-item self-report ques-
tionnaire used to assess GN and VN. This questionnaire 
has demonstrated good internal consistency and includes 
all major components of the original Pathological Nar-
cissism Inventory (Pincus et al., 2009). In addition, its 
factor structure shows strong correspondence with that 
of the original version. This questionnaire has been stan-
dardized in the Iranian population. Hassanzadeh et al. 
(2019) reported Cronbach’s α coefficients of 0.87 for the 
total scale, 0.87 for the GN subscale, and 0.77 for the 
VN subscale.

The DERS scale DERS (Gratz & Roemer, 2004) there is 
a need for comprehensive measures that adequately as-
sess DERS among adults. This paper (a is a 36-item self-
report measure that assesses different aspects of emotion 
regulation difficulties. The psychometric properties of 
this scale and its Persian version have been confirmed 
in clinical and non-clinical samples (Besharat, 2018; 
Gratz & Roemer, 2004) few studies have examined 
emotion dysregulation in BPD. This study extends ex-
tant research by providing an experimental investigation 
of emotion dysregulation among outpatients with BPD. 
Specifically, this study modified an experimental mea-
sure of distress tolerance to examine differences between 
outpatients with BPD (n=17).

The ruminative response scale (RRS) (Nolen-Hoekse-
ma & Morrow, 1991) is a 22-item subscale of the re-
sponse styles questionnaire (RSQ) (Nolen-Hoeksema & 
Morrow, 1991). The RRS measures individuals’ rumi-
native responses to depressed mood. The psychometric 
properties of the RRS and its Persian version have been 
confirmed (Bagherinezhad et al., 2010; Nolen-Hoeksema 
& Morrow, 1991) the relationship between rumination, de-
pression and anxity in a sample of Iraian students was 
investigated.  Participants (n=119; 63% female).

The Beck suicidal ideation (SI) inventory (BSSI) 
(Beck et al., 1979) is a 19-item questionnaire designed to 
measure the severity of suicidal thoughts, behaviors, and 
plans on a 3-point scale ranging from 0 to 2. This scale 
assesses domains such as the wish to die, passive and 
active suicidal desire, the duration and frequency of SI, 
perceived self-control, the individual’s level of readiness 
to engage in suicidal behavior, and protective factors 
against suicide. This questionnaire has been standard-
ized in Iranian adolescent and adult samples. Alizadeh 
Birjandi et al. (2021) reported a Cronbach’s α coefficient 
of 0.95 for this instrument and a concurrent validity coef-
ficient of 0.76 with the depression scale and the general 
health questionnaire. 

Statistical analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS software, version 26 
and AMOS software, version 24. Following initial data 
screening for missing values and outliers, descriptive 
statistics were computed for all study variables. To ex-
amine the hypothesized mediation model, path analysis 
was performed using structural equation modeling. The 
analysis tested both the direct effects of pathological nar-
cissism on SI and the indirect effects mediated by emo-
tion regulation deficits and rumination.
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Model fit was evaluated using multiple indices: Chi-
square/degrees of freedom (χ²/df) with a ratio below 3 
indicating acceptable fit, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 
and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) with values above 0.90 
indicating acceptable fit, and Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (RMSEA) with values below 0.08 
indicating reasonable fit. Bootstrapping with 5000 resa-
mples and 95% bias-corrected CIs was employed to test 
the significance of the indirect effects.

Results

The initial analysis explored the relationships between 
the facets of GN and SI. The correlational findings, pre-
sented in Table 1, reveal a nuanced pattern. A significant, 
positive correlation was observed between the overall 
score of GN and SI (r=0.15, P<0.01). However, disag-
gregating this overall score into its specific components 
provides critical insights. The significant association 
was primarily driven by the grandiose fantasy subscale 
(r=0.16, P<0.01), which captures a reliance on fantasies 
of unlimited success and power to maintain self-esteem, 
and the self-sacrificing self-enhancement subscale 
(r=0.12, P<0.01), which reflects a self-image built on a 
perception of oneself as exceptionally altruistic. In con-

trast, the exploitativeness subscale, which measures a 
willingness to manipulate and take advantage of others, 
was not significantly correlated with SI (r=0.06, P>0.05). 
This divergence suggests that the internal, fantasy-based, 
and ostensibly prosocial aspects of GN may pose a great-
er risk for suicidal thoughts than its overtly antagonistic 
and interpersonal features. The intercorrelations among 
the GN subscales were all positive and significant, as ex-
pected within the construct.

The relationship between VN and SI showed a distinct 
and more pervasive pattern compared to its grandiose 
counterpart. As detailed in Table 2, the total score for 
VN demonstrated a significant positive correlation with 
SI (r=0.19, P<0.01). Crucially, and unlike GN, each facet 
of VN independently demonstrated a significant associa-
tion with increased suicidal thoughts. This includes con-
tingent self-esteem (r=0.20, P<0.01), where self-worth 
is unstable and dependent on external validation; hiding 
the self (r=0.12, P<0.01), reflecting a tendency to con-
ceal one’s true self due to fear of rejection; entitlement 
rage (r=0.14, P<0.01), characterized by anger and frus-
tration when one’s sense of entitlement is not met; and 
devaluation (r=0.20, P<0.01), the tendency to dismiss 
others as inferior. The consistency of these correlations 

Table 1. Results of pearson correlation test to examine the relationship between GN and SI 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

GN

Exploitation 1

Grandiose fantasy 0.19* 1

Self-enhancement through self-sacrificing 0.26* 0.60* 1

Total score 0.60* 0.60* 0.60* 1

SI 0.06 0.16* 0.12* 0.15* 1

*P<01�

Table 2. Results of Pearson’s correlation test to examine the relationship between VN and SI 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

VN

Contingent self-esteem 1

Hiding the self 0.60* 1

Entitlement rage 0.70* 0.57* 1

Devaluation 0.71* 0.65* 0.66* 1

Total score 0.88* 0.83* 0.84* 0.88* 1

SI 0.20* 0.12* 0.14* 0.20* 0.19* 1

*P<01�
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across all subscales underscores that the core features of 
VN, encompassing profound emotional dysregulation, 
interpersonal hypersensitivity, and a fragile, externally 
reliant self-concept, are uniformly and robustly linked to 
the risk of SI. The strong intercorrelations among the VN 
subscales further reaffirm that they collectively represent 
a cohesive, yet multifaceted, pathological construct.

The relationship between GN and rumination was also 
examined, revealing a complex pattern that further dif-
ferentiates its internal cognitive processes from its exter-
nal interpersonal behaviors. As summarized in Table 3, 
the total score for GN showed a significant positive cor-
relation with the overall tendency to ruminate (r=0.40, 
P<0.01). However, a detailed analysis of the subscales 
provides a more nuanced understanding. The grandiose 
fantasy and self-sacrificing self-enhancement subscales 
demonstrated strong, significant correlations with all 
facets of rumination, including brooding (self-focused), 
symptom-focused rumination, and reflection on the 
causes and consequences of negative events. This sug-
gests that individuals who rely on internal fantasies of 
superiority or a self-image of exceptional altruism are 
particularly susceptible to pervasive, repetitive negative 
thought cycles.

In stark contrast, the exploitativeness subscale showed 
a markedly different profile. It was only weakly corre-
lated with self-focused rumination and demonstrated no 
significant relationship with symptom-focused rumina-
tion, cause/consequence-focused rumination, or the total 
rumination score. This clear divergence indicates that 
the antagonistic, interpersonally manipulative aspect of 
GN is largely independent of the internal, passive cogni-
tive process of rumination. While fantasy-oriented, and 

ostensibly prosocial grandiose individual may be prone 
to dwelling on negative thoughts, exploitative tendencies 
appear cognitively focused outward on manipulating 
their environment rather than inward on their distress.

The relationship between VN and rumination was ro-
bust and pervasive, underscoring the deeply ingrained 
negative cognitive patterns associated with this person-
ality style. As detailed in Table 4, the total score for VN 
demonstrated a significant and moderate positive cor-
relation with overall rumination (r=0.48, P<0.01). Cru-
cially, and unlike the more selective pattern seen with 
GN, all subscales of VN were significantly and positive-
ly correlated with all subscales of rumination (P<0.01). 
This indicates that the entire constellation of vulnerable 
narcissistic traits, from unstable self-esteem and social 
avoidance to entitled anger and devaluation of others, is 
intrinsically linked to a repetitive and passive focus on 
negative thoughts and feelings. 

Notably, the strength of these correlations varied, pro-
viding insight into the core mechanisms. The contingent 
self-esteem and devaluation subscales showed the stron-
gest associations with symptom-focused rumination 
(r=0.48 and r=0.44, respectively), suggesting that the 
intense emotional distress stemming from a fragile sense 
of self and a dismissive view of others is closely tied 
to a ruminative focus on the symptoms of that distress. 
This consistent, across-the-board pattern illustrates how 
individuals with vulnerable narcissistic traits are trapped 
in a cycle of negative self-referential thinking, where hy-
persensitivity to internal states and external slights fuels 
a relentless cognitive process likely maintaining and in-
tensifying psychological pain.

Table 3. Results of Pearson’s correlation test to examine the relationship between GN and rumination

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

GN

Exploitation 1

Grandiose fantasy 0.19* 1

Self-enhancement through self-
sacrificing 0.26* 0.60* 1

Total score 0.60* 0.60* 0.60* 1

Rumination

Self-focused rumination 0.12* 0.19* 0.23* 0.24* 1

Symptom-focused rumination -0.04 0.47* 0.39* 0.39* 0.52* 1

Cause/consequence-focused 
rumination -0.02 0.43* 0.37* 0.37* 0.49* 0.68* 1

Total score 0.01 0.45* 0.40* 0.40* 0.71* 0.66* 0.66* 1

*P<01�
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To investigate the third research hypothesis, path anal-
ysis was conducted using AMOS software, version 24. 
A prerequisite for inclusion in the path analysis is the 
existence of significant relationships between the me-
diating variables and the exogenous and endogenous 
variables of the model. The results indicated that two 
subscales of DERS—difficulty in performing purpose-
ful behaviors (r=0.07, P>0.05) and restricted approach to 
strategies (r=0.08, P>0.05)—as well as two subscales of 
rumination—self-focused rumination (r=0.04, P>0.05) 
and cause/consequence-focused rumination (r=0.05, 
P>0.05) did not yield significant correlations with the en-
dogenous variable (SI). Therefore, these subscales were 
excluded from the research model. Furthermore, due to 
the absence of significant direct paths, certain exogenous 
variables and their direct paths to SI were removed from 
the model. The chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio 
(χ²/df) of less than 3 indicates an acceptable model fit. 
The value obtained in the present study was 1.60, indi-
cating a good model fit. Furthermore, values of incre-
mental fit index (IFI), CFI, goodness of fit index (GFI), 

and adjusted GFI (AGFI) equal to or higher than 0.90 in-
dicate a desirable model fit. In the present study, all four 
indices were above 0.90, demonstrating desirable model 
fit. The RMSEA was 0.04, falling below the threshold 
of .08 for desirable fit. Overall, as presented in Table 5 
and Figure 1, the fit indices show that the final model 
achieved an excellent level of fit. 

The core objective of this study was to examine the 
mediating pathways through which pathological narcis-
sism might lead to SI. The bootstrap analysis for VN, 
presented in Table 6, revealed a critical and specific 
mechanism. A significant indirect effect of VN on SI 
was found through DERS (standardized indirect effect 
= 0.04, P = 0.004). The 95% bias-corrected confidence 
interval (CI) for this pathway (95% CI, 0.02%, 0.06%) 
did not contain zero, thus confirming the significance of 
this mediation. This finding indicates that the relation-
ship between vulnerable narcissistic traits and suicidal 
thoughts is not merely direct; rather, a substantial part 
is mediated by the individual’s inability to effectively 

Table 4. Results of Pearson’s correlation test to examine the relationship between VN and rumination

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

GN

Contingent self-esteem 1

Hiding the self 0.60* 1

Entitlement rage 0.70* 0.57* 1

Devaluation 0.71* 0.65* 0.66* 1

Total score 0.88* 0.83* 0.84* 0.88* 1

Rumination

Self-focused rumination 0.19* 0.25* 0.19* 0.26* 0.26* 1

Symptom-focused 
rumination 0.48* 0.36* 0.36* 0.44* 0.48* 0.52* 1

Cause/consequence-
focused rumination 0.43* 0.35* 0.36* 0.37* 0.44* 0.49* 0.68* 1

Total score 0.46* 0.38* 0.37* 0.44* 0.48* 0.71* 0.66* 0.66* 1

*P<01�

Table 5. Model fitness indices

Index χ²/df RMSEA NFI IFI CFI GFI AGFI

Fit criterion ≤3 ≤0.08 ≥0.90 ≥0.90 ≥0.90 ≥0.90 ≥0.90

Current study’s 
statistic 1.60* 0.04* 0.99* 0.99* 0.99* 0.99* 0.97*

�

Abbreviations: IFI, Incremental Fit Index; GFI, Goodness of Fit Index; AGFI, Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index; CFI, Comparative 
Fit Index; NFI, Normed Fit Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation.

*Value meets the fit criterion.
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Figure 1. The correction model

manage their emotional distress. The fragile self-struc-
ture and hypersensitivity characteristic of VN appear 
to translate into SI specifically through the pathway of 
emotional dysregulation.

In contrast, the indirect effect of VN on SI through ru-
mination was non-significant (P=0.87), with a CI that 
contained zero (95% CI, -0.015%, 0.01%). This indicates 
that the persistent, repetitive negative thinking associat-
ed with VN does not, in itself, serve as a significant sta-
tistical pathway to suicidal thoughts in this model. This 
key distinction suggests that for individuals high in VN, 
it is the failure to manage the emotional consequences 
of their negative thoughts and experiences, rather than 
rumination alone, that elevates the risk of suicidality.

The mediating pathways for GN presented a funda-
mentally different pattern from those of its vulnerable 
counterpart. As detailed in Table 7, the bootstrap analysis 
revealed that neither DERS nor rumination served as sig-
nificant mediators in the relationship between GN and 

SI. The indirect effect through DERS was non-signifi-
cant (standardized indirect effect=-0.004, P=0.27), with 
a (95% CI, -0.02%, 0.002%) that contained zero. Simi-
larly, the indirect effect through rumination was non-
significant (standardized indirect effect=0.001, P=0.79), 
with a (95% CI , -0.005%, 0.002%) that contained zero.

These null findings are highly informative. They indi-
cate that the modest direct correlation observed between 
GN and SI is not explained by the internalizing mecha-
nisms of emotional dysregulation or repetitive negative 
thinking that characterize the VN pathway. This rein-
forces the conceptualization of GN as an externally-ori-
ented personality structure. Individuals with prominent 
grandiose traits may not internalize distress in a way that 
translates into SI through these specific psychological 
channels; instead, their limited risk may be driven by 
other factors, such as externalizing behaviors (e.g. ag-
gression, substance use) or a catastrophic reaction to a 
profound narcissistic injury that shatters their grandiose 
facade, mechanisms not captured in the present model.

Table 6. Bootstrap results to examine the mediating role of DERS and rumination in the relationship between VN and SI 

Route Standardized Effect Size Lower Upper P

GNDERSSI 0.04 0.02 0.06 0.004

GNRuminationSI -0.001 - 0.015 0.01 0.87
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Discussion

The findings of the present research revealed a signifi-
cant correlation between GN and SI. This finding is in-
consistent with some previous studies (Sprio et al., 2021) 
and consistent with others (Jaksic et al., 2017). One possi-
bility for these inconsistencies is that suicidality consists 
of various components, such as SI, suicide risk, and self-
destructive behaviors (Rogier et al., 2024). This inconsis-
tency is also evident in the relationship between GN and 
SI. Studies examining the relationship between GN and 
SI in different cultural contexts and societies have yield-
ed inconsistent results, suggesting the possible influence 
of the cultural and social context on this relationship. In 
a cross-cultural study (Brailovskaia et al., 2021) grandi-
ose (overt, it has been shown that in Chinese students, 
imposing narcissism is associated with suicidal thoughts, 
and depression plays an intermediary role between GN 
and suicidal thoughts; however, this relationship was not 
observed in German students. Additionally, GN has been 
found to be associated with suicidal thoughts in elderly 
men. Grandiose narcissistic older men may experience 
narcissistic injury in the face of retirement and the chal-
lenges of old age (Heisel et al., 2022). The results of some 
studies (Pincus & Lukowitsky, 2010) indicate that narcis-
sistic states fluctuate across situations, reflecting individ-
ual differences in the expression of narcissism. Grandiose 
and vulnerable narcissistic states can be observed as two 
expressions of momentary fluctuations.

Findings of the present research also revealed a signifi-
cantly positive correlation between VN and SI, consistent 
with most previous findings (Jaksic et al., 2017; Sprio 
et al., 2021). To explain this finding, it should be noted 
that individuals with VN, despite maintaining a distant 
attitude towards others, still remain involved in grandi-
ose fantasies of overcoming others. When these fantasies 
do not align with their experiences, they may suffer from 
various negative psychological consequences (Pincus 
& Lukowitsky, 2010). Vulnerable narcissists attempt 
to avoid the negative emotions associated with failure, 
such as shame, pain, and jealousy (Kealy & Rasmussen, 
2012). Vulnerable narcissists’ sensitivity to criticism can 
lead to avoidance of social relations (Pincus et al., 2009).

Considering this issue and in explaining the relation-
ship between VN and SI, Joiner et al. (2009) point of 
view concerning suicide can be used. According to this 
theory, SI results from a combination of feeling burdened 
by others (perceived burdensomeness) and social alien-
ation (thwarted belongingness). Withdrawal from inter-
personal relationships and the feeling of social alienation 
among individuals with narcissistic traits may contribute 
to SI. This relationship can be explained based on what 
Klonsky and May (2015) proposed about suicide; ac-
cording to which two factors of pain and despair lead to 
SI. According to this theory, when pain—whether physi-
cal, psychological, or interpersonal—subsides, or when 
there is hope that it will decrease over time or through 
adaptive efforts, suicidal thoughts give way to more fu-
tureoriented ones. When the pain intensifies rather than 
relieves, individuals become overwhelmed with belong-
ing to loved ones, and values that provide them with a 
sense of meaning and purpose, but if the feeling of pain 
is stronger than the feeling of belonging, passive SI in-
tensify and turn into active SI. Finally, the capacity to 
commit suicide may emerge. Temperamental prepara-
tions, such as high genetic pain threshold and low fear 
of death, are also effective in creating this capacity. In 
short, according to this theory, SI is caused by the com-
bination of emotional pain and despair, and disturbed 
interpersonal communication can make this relationship 
stronger. According to this theory, it is possible that the 
pain caused by psychological conflicts and withdrawal 
and as a result the lack of feeling of belonging in VN 
leads to SI. Vulnerable narcissists usually withdraw from 
interpersonal relationships when faced with negative 
emotions caused by criticism (Pincus et al., 2009). The 
results of most previous studies (Green & Charles, 2019) 
show that social withdrawal is a common interpersonal 
pattern among individuals with VN. 

Findings of the present research revealed significantly 
positive correlations between GN and rumination and 
between VN and rumination. Previous research suggests 
that a sense of narcissistic entitlement can lead to rumi-
nation when it conflicts with external reality (Krizan & 
Johar, 2015). Brooding is a form of maladaptive rumi-
nation that usually compares one’s present state with an 

Table 7. Bootstrap results to examine the mediating role of DERS and rumination in the relationship between GN and SI

Route Standardized Effect Size Lower Upper P

GNDERSSI -0.004 -0.02 0.002 0.27

GNRuminationSI 0.001 -0.005 0.002 0.79
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incomplete, perfect state (Treynor et al., 2003). There-
fore, individuals with narcissistic traits may engage in 
rumination as a cognitive strategy when confronted with 
frustrations or failure to achieve their grandiose fanta-
sies. Individuals with vulnerable narcissistic traits tend 
to have a negative view of their past (Zajenkowski et al., 
2021), often characterized by a focus on adverse events 
(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

The mediating role in the relationship between VN and 
SI was supported only for DERS but not for rumination, 
while no mediating effects were found in the relationship 
between GN and SI. It can be stated that GN is less cor-
related with internalizing problems, such as depression 
and SI, and on the contrary, tends to externalize more 
(Russ et al., 2008). Therefore, even when individuals 
with high levels of GN experience difficulties in regulat-
ing negative emotions, they tend to externalize emotions, 
such as anger, rather than direct them inward in ways 
that may increase vulnerability to SI. GN is also charac-
terized by dominance and aggression in interpersonal re-
lationships (Miller et al., 2011). Grandiose narcissists are 
usually unconcerned with others (Gabbard, 1989). These 
individuals tend to deny and minimize their deficiencies 
to maintain an overemphasized and indeed breakable 
sense of self (Gabbard, 1989). This conceptualization 
of GN justifies the fact that although these individuals 
report interpersonal problems regarding their domineer-
ing behavior, they are less likely to report their internal 
distress and suffering in their relationships (Dickinson 
& Pincus, 2005). This explanation may also account for 
the lack of a mediating role of rumination in the rela-
tionship between GN and SI. Although the results of the 
present study indicate the relationship between GN and 
rumination, individuals with grandiose narcissistic traits 
may prefer expressing their emotions in interpersonal 
contexts to alleviate them. It should also be taken into 
account that in the current study, GN showed the stron-
gest relationship with self-focused rumination. 

Concerning VN, it can be pointed out that suicidal 
behaviors in VN are the result of the threat of the nar-
cissist’s sense of importance and superiority, leading to 
ego injuries, and subsequent self-directed anger and ag-
gression (Ronningstam & Maltsberger, 1998). Events 
that threaten narcissism can lead to suicide by triggering 
feelings and emotions, such as anger, feeling alone and 
useless, and particularly shame, prompting the individual 
to seek escape from these emotions (Ronningstam et al., 
2008). DERS can exacerbate this process, as an impaired 
capacity to recognize and process emotions, coupled with 
insufficient mental organization, can lead to intolerance 
and dysregulation of intense emotions like anger and 

shame, thereby increasing vulnerability to self-destruc-
tive behaviors (Ronningstam & Maltsberger, 1998). In 
particular, the difficulty in regulating negative emotional 
experiences, rather than the mere experience of negative 
emotions, that may act as a mediating variable between 
VN and SI. Baumeister (1990) conceptualized suicide as 
an escape from unbearable emotional and psychological 
pain, particularly pain stemming from a perceived failure 
to meet important personal standards. This theory also 
states that when individuals lack the ability and capac-
ity to use coping strategies and skills, suicide appears 
as an escape from this emotional pain. Consequently, a 
vulnerable narcissist, when confronted with a failure to 
meet personal standards, experiencing intense distressing 
emotions, and lacking adaptive emotion regulation strate-
gies, may perceive suicide as the sole means of alleviat-
ing this overwhelming negative affect. 

Conclusion

The findings indicate that narcissism, especially its 
vulnerable expression, has a significantly positive cor-
relation with SI, and DERS play a significant mediating 
role in this relationship. The results also indicated that 
the VN is more strongly associated with negative psy-
chological consequences, including SI and DERS, than 
the GN. However, the findings also suggest that the two 
expressions of pathological narcissism fluctuate together 
and are not entirely distinct constructs. 

This study’s findings carry significant theoretical and 
practical implications. Theoretically, they strengthen the 
distinction between grandiose and VN by demonstrating 
that the pathway to SI is uniquely mediated by emotion 
dysregulation for the vulnerable expression, thereby re-
fining existing models of suicide risk in personality pa-
thology. Practically, this underscores the critical need for 
clinical assessments to differentiate between different 
types of narcissistic traits. For prevention and interven-
tion, these results suggest that programs targeting at-risk 
individuals with vulnerable narcissistic traits should 
prioritize building concrete emotion regulation skills to 
reduce suicide risk, rather than focusing solely on cogni-
tive rumination.

Limitations of the study

The current study has several limitations that should be 
considered when interpreting its findings:

Limited generalizability due to sample characteristics: 
Because the sample was restricted to public university 
students in Tehran Province, the findings may not gen-
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eralize to non-student adults, diverse socioeconomic 
groups, or populations outside this geographic region. 
The sample’s demographic homogeneity may restrict the 
external validity of the findings.

Lack of clinical participants: The study utilized a non-
clinical, general population sample. Consequently, the 
findings may not be applicable to clinical populations, 
particularly individuals diagnosed with pathological nar-
cissism or severe SI, who may exhibit different psycho-
logical mechanisms or symptom severity.

Non-random sampling method: The use of a conve-
nience sampling method, rather than random sampling, 
may introduce selection bias and further limit the gen-
eralizability of the results. This approach increases the 
risk of sampling error and reduces the likelihood that the 
sample fully represents the broader student population.

Cross-sectional and correlational design: As a cross-
sectional and correlational study, the research design 
precludes causal inferences regarding the relationships 
between pathological narcissism, emotion regulation 
deficits, rumination, and SI. Longitudinal or experimen-
tal designs would be required to establish causality.

Self-report data and potential biases: The reliance on 
self-report measures may be subject to several biases, 
including social desirability bias, recall bias, or current 
mood effects. These factors could influence the accuracy 
of participants’ responses and potentially confound the 
observed relationships between variables.
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