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Abstract

This study examines the interplay between vulnerable narcissism, pathological
altruism, and codependency among young adults, while also addressing gender differences
in these variables. Utilizing a correlational research design, a sample of 400 students aged
18-25 from Forman Christian College University was analyzed. Data collection involved
demographic questionnaires and surveys, including the Maladaptive Covert Narcissism
Scale, the Pathological Altruism questionnaire, and the Spann-Fischer Codependency
Scale, all demonstrating strong reliability. The analysis employed Pearson product-moment
correlation coefficients and hierarchical regression to assess relationships and predictive
significance, alongside independent t-tests to evaluate gender disparities. Results indicated
significant positive correlations among all three variables, with vulnerable narcissism and
pathological altruism being strong predictors of codependency. Additionally, findings
revealed that women exhibited higher levels of codependency compared to men. The study
concludes with notable findings and recommendations for future research, emphasizing the
implications of these relationships in understanding young adult behaviours.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Various associations have been made between pathological altruism,
vulnerable narcissism and codependency before (Oakley et al., 2012; Kaufman &
Jauk, 2020; Bachner-Melman & Oakley, 2016; Oakley & McGrath, 2011, 2012;
Farmer, 1999), however, the nature and direction of the relationship between the
three variables are yet unclear due to scarcity of empirical studies as per the
knowledge of the researcher. The primary purpose of the present research is to
study the relationship between vulnerable narcissism, pathological altruism, and
codependency in young adults.

Vulnerable Narcissism
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Havelock Ellis, the first psychoanalyst called Narcissus’s condition to be that
of “auto-eroticism” (being one’s own sexual object), and then Freud (1905) named
it “ego-libido” (self-love) and interchanged it with “narcissistic libido” (1953) in
his theory of sexuality. However, it was Ernet Jones (1913), according to Konrath
(2007) who construed narcissism as a character trait by calling it the “God-
complex”. Jones described these people as “aloof, inaccessible, self-admiring, self-
important, overconfident, auto-erotic, and exhibitionistic, with fantasies of
omnipotence and omniscience” (1913). After Jones’s research back in 1913,
Horney (1939) developed narcissism into having many “divergent” traits. Wink
(1991) distributed narcissism into two types: Vulnerable-Sensitivity (covert
narcissism) and Grandiosity-Exhibitionism (overt narcissism). In a 2013 study by
Miller et al. the traits of “negative affectivity, detachment, disinhibition, and
psychoticism” were significantly correlated with vulnerable narcissism. Miller and
Maples (2011) discuss trait personality models of vulnerable narcissism in an
important handbook collection on the NPD. They mention Cian et al. (2008)’s list
of terms associated with vulnerable narcissism, which consists of words like:
“craving, contract-shunning, covert, thin-skinned, hypervigilant, shy”.

Pathological Altruism

Oakley et al. (2012) introduce pathological altruism as any behaviour or
tendency where the aim or motivation to help others has irrational negative
consequences for others and the self, which one can reasonably foresee. It's anyone
who engages sincerely in altruistic acts but ends up harming the person or people
they had initially set out to help unconsciously or in an unanticipated fashion. They
end up becoming victims of this irrationality due to their supposedly altruistic
aims. Pathological altruism is also explained in the study by saying that while
altruism is the good side of human nature, pathological altruism is the dark side.
Homant & Kennedy (2012) characterized pathological altruism as a form of
“maladaptive altruism”, and determined heuristics that may be real instances of
pathological altruism. Pathological altruism had only been seen from a
psychoanalytic lens, until Oakley et al. (2012) worked on this phenomenon by
incorporating various perspectives, fields, approaches and viewpoints. Altruism’s
pathologies may be related to a lot of conditions, like the selflessness of eating-
disordered people which Rachel Bachner-Melman explores (2012). According to
Rachel, individuals with eating disorders also sacrifice their own needs and deprive
themselves to devote themselves to others. This is caused by cultural environments,
families, interpersonal relationships and genetic factors. Pathological altruism is
also highly relevant to a lot of other conditions in our daily lives. For example,
Klimecki and Singer (2012) have worked on ‘empathic distress fatigue’, commonly
and wrongfully known as ‘compassion fatigue’ where they worked to find how
empathy leads to distress. The study does not make connections directly but it can
be seen how compassion fatigue may be a form of pathological altruism since it
becomes harmful to ourselves. O’Connor et al. (2012) researched empathy-based
pathogenic guilt, saying how this guilt can become pathogenic when it's based on
the false belief that, once compared, one’s happiness and success are a source of
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unhappiness for others. This pathogenic guilt, the research mentions, leads to
pathological altruism by harming oneself and others.

Codependency

Codependency has been thought to originate from families that have a
dependence on their relationships (Knudson & Terrell, 2012), whether the families
have substance abuse issues, sexual abuse or certain chronic illnesses. However,
Beattie lists codependency’s characteristics with the following terms: “caretaking,
low self-worth, repression, obsession, controlling, denial, dependency, poor
communication, weak boundaries, lack of trust, anger” and a few more. Springer et
al. (1988) attempted to clarify the construct by defining it as an unhealthy devotion
to any relationship that can cost a codependent person’s personal and psychological
needs. Codependency also entails difficulty establishing intimate relationships
(Woititz, 1983), feelings of loss of identity and an addiction to love when it comes
to intimate relationships (Hogg & Frank, 1992) and factors like anxiety, boundary
distortions, hypervigilance and excessive reliance on denial (Cermak & Brown,
1982) or as Smalley (1984) puts it, “a drive toward constant external validation”.
Oakley & McGrath (2012) define codependency as “an inability to end a
dysfunctional relationship” which leads to a dysfunctional empathetic response.
Dear et al. (2004)’s systematic analysis of the main definitions of codependency
found four consistent elements: external focusing, self-sacrifice, interpersonal
conflict and control, and emotional constraint. In one of the first qualitative
interpretative phenomenological analyses (IPA) examining the experience of
codependency, four main themes emerged: lack of sense of self, codependency
feeling real and tangible, sense of abandonment and control and emotional and
occupational imbalances (Bacon et al., 2020).

2. OBJECTIVE AND HYPOTHESES

2.1 OBJECTIVE

Understanding pathological altruism through different perspectives of
psychology and social lenses will clarify its relationship to personality and traits,
hereby explaining this distinct pathological human behaviour. Additionally, due to
its associations with narcissism, especially vulnerable narcissism (Kaufman &
Jauk, 2020), it is imperative to study if this phenomenon leads to narcissistic traits
of vulnerability to affect it. It is crucial to understand how to control and
understand at what point altruism can turn pathological for someone. The present
thesis aims to clarify the connections between the three variables, it will help other
researchers develop clinical implications of pathological behaviour and underline
how it can be navigated in a healthier, careful way for mental health studies and for
people who are pathologically altruistic, vulnerably narcissistic and codependent.

2.2. HYPOTHESES
1. There is a positive correlation between vulnerable narcissism and
pathological altruism, vulnerable narcissism and codependency and pathological
narcissism and codependency.
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2. Pathological altruism and vulnerable narcissism will predict codependency
in young adults.

3. There is a gender difference in pathological altruism, vulnerable narcissism
and codependency.

3. METHOD

A quantitative correlational design was implemented with a non-random
sampling methodology based on ease of access i.e. convenient sampling. The
population included FCCU’s undergraduate students in Lahore, Pakistan. The
sample size was N = 400, with (50%) women, and (50%) men, with a mean age
range of 18-25 at M = 21.4. Their education level included fresher students
(17.3%), sophomores (20.3%), juniors (26.5%) and seniors (38%). The students
were reached out with the goal of putting in a conscious effort to reach diverse
majors and fields.

Other than the demographics questionnaire, three standardized psychometric
scales were given to volunteering participants in hard copies after gaining
permission from their authors.

Pathological Altruism Scale constructed by Scott Barry Kaufman and
Emanuel Jauk by connecting closely-related conceptual measures of pathological
altruism and unhealthy selfishness. Since the focus of research was only on
pathological altruism, only the 10-item PA scale was used. The variance was
significant as well and proved to be significant for all 10 items (p < 0.001). The
Maladaptive Covert Narcissism Scale (Cheek et al., 2013), a 23-item scale, was
developed by Jonathan M Cheek, Holly M. Hendin and Paul Wink, mainly to
improve the reliability and item content of the more popularly known 10-item
Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale (HSNS) that Hendin and Cheek developed in
1997.The Spann-Fischer Codependency Scale (SF CDS) was constructed by
Fischer et al. (1991). This is a 16-item scale, which showed a test-retest correlation
of 0.87, and an internal consistency Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86. The scale is reverse-
coded for 2 items, with higher scores meaning greater codependency. It is rated on
a 6-point Likert scale with 1 being “Strongly Disagree” to 6 being “Strongly
Agree.”

Permission was sought from the authors of the three survey instruments to be
used in this thesis. The study procedure began by first gaining permission from the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and Ethical Review Committee (ERC). After
approvals, a pilot study was conducted with 10% of the sample, N = 30, consisting
of 15 women and 15 men to estimate the average required time for the
administration of scales and whether the participants find the language comfortable
and easy enough to decipher. Important feedback included formatting issues which
were fixed. The ethical standards of the American Psychological Association
(2017) were followed throughout the study.
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4. RESULTS
Descriptive Analysis

Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Sample (N=400)

Sample Characteristics n (%) M SD

Gender

Girls 200 50

Boys 200 50
Age

18-25 21.40 1.57
Educational Level

Fresher Year 69 17.3

Sophomore 81 20.3

Junior 106 26.5

Senior 144 36
Major

Education 2 0.5

Humanities 16 4

Social Sciences 213 53.25

Natural Sciences 16 4

Computer Sciences 87 21.8

Management 56 14

Pharmacy 5 1.25

Undecided 5 1.3

Note. n = frequency, % = percentage

Table 2 shows 50% women and 50% men, with the age range of 18-25 taken
to include young adults only. In terms of the education level, 36% of the population
turned out to be seniors whereas 20% were sophomores. Most of the sample
belonged to the social sciences category (53%) in terms of major subjects.

Inferential Analysis and Testing of Main Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive correlation between vulnerable narcissism
and pathological altruism, vulnerable narcissism and codependency and
pathological narcissism and codependency.

Table 3. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient for PA,
SFCDS and MCNS (N=400)

Variables N M SD PA SFCDS MCNS
PA 400 31.96 6.64 -
SFCDS 400 60.14 11.72 .659** -
MCNS 400 70.16 13.92 450** .580** —

Note. PA = Pathological Altruism, SFCDS = Codependency, MCNS = Vulnerable
Narcissism
**_ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (p <.01)
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A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the
relationship between vulnerable narcissism and pathological altruism, vulnerable
narcissism and codependency and pathological narcissism and codependency.
Pearson correlation between pathological altruism and codependency was found to
be positive and statistically significant (r=.659, p <.01), between pathological
altruism and vulnerable narcissism was found to be positive and statistically
significant (r=.450, p<.01), between vulnerable narcissism and codependency was
found to be positive and statistically significant too (r=.580, p<.01). In terms of
strength, it is noted how the correlation between pathological altruism and
codependency is the strongest with (r = .659, p <.01), the second strongest
correlation was between vulnerable narcissism and codependency with (r = .580, p
<.01), and the least strong correlation between vulnerable narcissism and
pathological altruism (r = .450, p <.01). Hence, H1 was supported; there was a
strong correlation between all the variables. Any increases in pathological altruism
were correlated with increases in vulnerable narcissism and codependency. Any
increases in vulnerable narcissism were correlated with increases in pathological
altruism and codependency. Any increases in codependency were correlated with
increases in pathological altruism and vulnerable narcissism. The key finding for
the correlation found between the variables stated that there was a fairly strong
positive and statistically significant correlation between vulnerable narcissism,
pathological altruism and codependency. In the previous research, it is indicated
how there are associations between the variables, but no assumptions could be
made that provide which relationship is the strongest. This study provided results
indicating that the correlation between pathological altruism and codependency
was the strongest, with the second strongest correlation made between vulnerable
narcissism and codependency and the least strong correlation was found between
vulnerable narcissism and pathological altruism. It is worth mentioning how
codependency relating to pathological altruism and to vulnerable narcissism led to
the two stronger correlations, however, this is speculative until a mediation or
moderation research can confirm this in a future research. In terms of behaviour, if
an individual suffers from pathological altruism, they might show signs of
excessive self-sacrifice (Oakley, 2012), dependent personality disorder,
maladaptive agreeableness (Widiger & Pressnall, 2012), empathic distress fatigue
(Klimecki & Singer, 2012) and empathy-based pathogenic guilt (O’Connor et al.,
2012). Oakley et al. (2012) did previously find how someone’s altruistic intentions
perform the harmful deed of codependency, and in a previous study, they also
mentioned how codependency can be a form of pathological altruism. There is a
definite need to address what specific types of behaviour are prevalent in people
experiencing pathological altruism to uncover specific traits that can be described
as common.

Hypothesis 2: Pathological altruism and vulnerable narcissism will predict
codependency in young adults.
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Table 4. Hierarchical Regression Results for Codependency

Variable B 95%CI SEB B R2 AR?
LL UL
Step 1 A3 A4A3FF*
Constant 29.99*** 18.72 27.25 217
Pathological Altruism  1.16*** 1.03 1.29 0.06 .65***
Step 2 53 10***
Constant 11.00*** 6.37 1563 2.35
Pathological Altruism  0.88*** 0.74 1.01 0.06 .49***
Vulnerable 0.30*** 0.23 0.36 0.03 .35***
Narcissism

Note. B = Unstandardized Beta, B = Standardized Beta, SE = Coefficient Standard Error, CI
= Confidence Interval
***p<.001

Table 4 shows the hierarchical regression analysis performed to find the
impact of pathological altruism and vulnerable narcissism on codependency. In
Step 1, the R2 value of .43 revealed that pathological altruism explains 43%
variance in codependency with F (1, 398) = 305.76, p <.001. The findings revealed
that pathological altruism strongly and positively predicted codependency ( = .65,
p <.001). In Step 2, the R2 value of .53 revealed that pathological altruism and
vulnerable narcissism both explained 53% variance in codependency with F (2,
397) = 228.59, p <.001. The findings revealed that codependency (B = .49, p <.001)
and vulnerable narcissism (B = .35, p <.001) positively and strongly predicted
codependency. The AR? value of .10 revealed 10% change in the variance of model
1 and model 2 with AF (1, 397) = 86.07, p <.001. Both pathological altruism and
vulnerable narcissism predictors showed positive and statistically strong predictive
relationships with codependency. Codependency has shown associations with
pathological altruism before when Oakley and McGrath (2012) stated how the two
variables share roots with each other and how codependency may be a form of
pathological altruism. Oakley et al. (2012) found that codependency is committed
with altruistic intentions while Rosenberg states how passive codependents avoid
conflict by dissociating from their anger by being empathetic and kind. However,
no predictions were made earlier as to how pathological altruism can predict
codependency, which the present study finds to be a strong prediction. In the
context of vulnerable narcissism and codependency, there is little empirical data.
Rossiter (2004) has found how narcissistic personality disorder, if termed in a
feminist manifestation, can help understand codependency. This comes from a
woman surrendering her own needs and presenting their “false self”, looking to
search self-development resources in other people and places rather than
themselves, which is a narcissistic tendency. Moreover, codependents have
behaviors that show subtle narcissism entitlements (Farmer, 1999). However, it
wasn’t clear before this present study, on how strongly vulnerable narcissism can
cause codependency, which is a significantly strong prediction.
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Hypothesis 3: There is a gender difference in pathological altruism, vulnerable
narcissism and codependency.

Table 5. Mean, Standard Deviation, t and p Values, and Cohen’s d Values
of Boys and Girls

Boys Girls
Variables (n=200) (n=200)
M SD M SD t P Cohen’s d
PA 31.49 6.27 32.43 6.98 1416 .15 0.141
SFCDS 58.49 11.68 61.79 11.55 2.844 .005 0.284
MCNS 70.42 13.82 69.90 14.04 -373 709 0.037

Note. PA = Pathological Altruism, SFCDS = Codependency, MCNS = Vulnerable
Narcissism

The independent-sample t-test was conducted to compare pathological
altruism, vulnerable narcissism and codependency for boys and girls. There was a
significant difference t(398), = 2.84, p < .05 in the codependency scores with the
mean score for boys (M = 58.49, SD = 11.69) lower than girls (M= 61.79, SD =
11.55). The mean difference was 3.3, showing girls are likely to be more
codependent than boys. Codependency’s Cohen’s d was 0.28, which means there
was a small effect or magnitude difference in the gender. There were no significant
differences t(398) = 1.41, p > .05 in pathological altruism scores for boys (M =
31.49, SD = 6.27) and girls (M = 32.43, SD = 6.98), as well as no statistical
difference t(398) = -.37, p > .05 in the vulnerable narcissism scores for boys (M =
70.42, SD = 13.82) and girls (M = 70, SD = 14.04). Thus, a significant difference
was found in gender in terms of codependency, however, there were no significant
gender differences found when it came to pathological altruism and vulnerable
narcissism. This falls in line with previous research into codependency in terms of
women having higher scores in codependency than men (Irvine, 1995; Hands &
Dear, 1994; Dear & Roberts, 2002; Cullen & Car, 1999). As far as the gender
differences are concerned in previous research, it makes sense that women are
more codependent with their caregiving, nurturing, self-sacrifice and compromise,
which is also culturally promoted as the norm in women. Women also tend to rely
on other people for approval more than men do (Dear & Roberts, 2002). It can also
be explained with Rossiter’s research (2004) saying codependency can be
understood via a feminist manifestation of the narcissistic personality disorder,
indicating how women score higher in both codependency and vulnerable
narcissism. As far as vulnerable narcissism is concerned, previous research (Besser
& Priel, 2010; Miller et al., 2010; Onofrei, 2009; Pincus et al., (2009); Wright et
al., 2010) do show women had higher scores than men. However, the present study
showed a statistically non-significant result and the least effect size in terms of
vulnerable narcissism gender differences if compared to the rest of the variables. It
does fall in line with Grijalva et al. (2015)’s study when they found men and
women did not differ in vulnerable narcissism. More research is needed into what
may cause some cultures to have fewer differences in gender when it comes to
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vulnerable narcissism, since one possibility may be the difference between Western
and Eastern cultures in narcissism, especially vulnerable narcissism.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The present research adds to the literature in Pakistani psychological studies
by finding statistically significant correlations between vulnerable narcissism,
pathological altruism and codependency in young adults. While significant gender
differences were not found in vulnerable narcissism and pathological altruism,
codependency did reveal a statistically significant difference. This is hereby an
important finding in terms of the Pakistani context, where further research can
explore the reason for minimal differences in the rest of the world and in Pakistan.
A deeper research is needed into all three variables individually too, with the aim
of identifying what traits are most critical to mitigate. A similar study in Pakistan
could also help test the test-retest reliability, aiding to the theoretical model and
strength.
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