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ABSTRACT

Existential theory posits that the purpose and meaning of life are unique
to the individual and considers humans as phenomenological beings.
Insight is crucial for individuals to find purpose and meaning in life and
to achieve self-actualization through existential peace and inner comfort.
Low insight can lead to difficulties in finding purpose and meaning in life,
which can lead to numerous existential problems, particularly existential
anxiety. Existential problems are known to be associated with various
forms of psychopathology. In this context, the study aimed to investigate
the extent to which narcissistic personality traits are shaped by insight,
meaning in life, and existential anxiety. The study group consisted of 385
constructs; 37.4 % (144) were male and 62.6 % (241) were female. The
Insight Scale, the Meaning in Life Scale, the Existential Anxiety Scale,
and the Narcissism subscale of the Dark Triad Scale were used in the study.
Analyses were conducted using a serial mediation model using the Process
Macro 4.2 (Hayes, 2017) plugin installed in IBM SPSS [Version 25.0]
(IBM Corp., 2017). Findings indicated that meaning in life and existential
anxiety played a mediating role in the relationship between insight and
narcissistic personality traits.
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como seres fenomenoldgicos. La introspeccion es crucial para que las
personas encuentren propésito y significado en la vida y logren la
autorrealizacién a través de la paz existencial y el bienestar interior.
Una baja introspeccién puede llevar a dificultades para encontrar
propésito y significado en la vida, lo que puede conducir a numerosos
problemas existenciales, particularmente ansiedad existencial. Se sabe
que los problemas existenciales estdn asociados con varias formas de
psicopatologia. En este contexto, el estudio tuvo como objetivo investigar
hasta qué punto los rasgos de personalidad narcisista estdin moldeados
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por la introspeccion, el significado en la vida y la
ansiedad existencial. El grupo de estudio consistié en 385
constructos; 37.4 % (144) eran hombres y 62.6 % (241)
eran mujeres. En el estudio se utilizaron la Escala de
Introspeccion, la Escala de Significado en la Vida, la Escala
de Ansiedad Existencial y la subescala de Narcisismo de
la Escala de la Trfada Oscura. Los anilisis se realizaron
utilizando un modelo de mediacién serial utilizando el
complemento Process Macro 4.2 (Hayes, 2017) instalado
en IBM SPSS [Version 25.0] (IBM Corp., 2017). Los
hallazgos indicaron que el significado de la vida y la
ansiedad existencial desempefiaron un papel mediador
en la relaciéon entre la introspeccién y los rasgos de
personalidad narcisista.

Palabras clave

introspeccién; sentido de la vida; ansiedad existencial; rasgos de
personalidad narcisista; teorfa existencial.

Existence is defined as the ability to spiritually
transcend one’s own physical and spiritual
boundaries (Frankl, 1958). According to
existential theory, meaning is never truly lacking.
Everyone has a unique task to fulfill in life.
As a result, humans should ask not what the
meaning of life is, but what the meaning of
their own life is (Frankl, 1959; Frankl 1967).
Existential theory argues that human existence
and the meaning attributed to existence are
unique to the individual and sees humans as
phenomenological beings (May & Yalom, 2005;
Yalom, 1980). In this context, meaning emerges
when people confront both the challenges they
face in the world and their own existence
(Langle, 2003). However, the meaning and
purpose of life cannot be prescribed like a drug.
An individual can only reach the purpose of
life through an existential analysis process under
the responsibility of an expert (Frankl, 1967).
Yalom (1980) emphasizes that the sources of
meaning that people draw on in their lives
change throughout life and therefore should be
addressed with a developmental approach. In this
context, even the negative aspects of human
existence, such as pain, guilt, and death, can
be transformed into positive sources of meaning
with the right approach (Frankl, 1967). In this
respect, considering that the meaning of life is
closely related to existential motivation in one
sense, existential motivation is also considered as

a basic factor in the contexts where the meaning
of life is investigated (Lingle, 2003).

Insight, meaning in life and existential anxiety
can be considered the most important concepts
at the core of existential theory. In addition to
the positive effects of finding meaning in life,
situations where this meaning cannot be found
or where there is meaninglessness are intertwined
with a number of anxiety areas such as death,
identity, loneliness, freedom, and vulnerability,
which is expressed as an inclusive expression
with the concept of existential anxiety (Reed
et al.,, 2021; van Bruggen et al., 2014). Frankl
(1984) believes that existential problems are
not psychopathological. He says that people's
anxiety and hopelessness about the meaning and
worth of their own lives should be evaluated
as an existential issue, not as a type of mental
illness. Although Yalom (1980) does not consider
existential problems as a psychopathology, he
supports this view by stating that lack of
meaning is related to psychopathology. Changes
in the meaning that a person attributes to their
life bring about positive and negative changes
in psychological functioning. For this reason,
meaning in life can function in a structure that
affects psychological well-being in different ways
(Zika & Chamberlain, 1992). In this context,
existential anxiety can be said to stem not only
from a lack of search for meaning but also from
an individual's confrontation with fundamental
fears that threaten their very existence. Indeed,
narcissistic defenses, a mechanism developed
against this existential anxiety, serve as armor
against the individual's fear of worthlessness,
lovelessness, and annihilation (Kernberg, 1975).
To avoid the feelings of emptiness and
meaninglessness created by existential anxiety,
the individual exalts the self, and thus narcissistic
traits emerges as a defensive form of coping
with the vulnerability engendered by existential
anxiety (Kohut, 1971).

While previous studies have addressed
personality traits within the context of existential
anxiety, as in evaluations of the meaning of
life, and explored the relationships between
general personality traits and levels of existential

anxiety (Demir & Ikizer, 2020; Shumaker
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et al., 2017), moving beyond a theoretical
framework to consider the concepts of existential
anxiety and meaning in life as psychological
representations of subjective experiences rather
than a philosophical framework, and to evaluate
this relationship holistically with narcissistic
personality traits based on the cognitive,
emotional and behavioural level, allows for an
epistemologically sound understanding. In this
study, the concepts of insight, the meaning of
life, and existential anxiety, which are essentially
phenomenological and philosophical in nature,
are considered as implicit constructs at the
core of psychology. Although these psychological
constructs are not directly observable or
measurable, they can be measured indirectly by
examining individuals' cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral responses (Borsboom et al., 2004;
Cronbach & Meehl, 1955)

Insight is considered a holistic structure that
includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
processes, as well as being an existential
and phenomenological structure (Akdogan &
Tiirkiim, 2018). In this context, insight is a
thinking and living process that is affected by
many internal and external variables (Markova
& Berrios, 1992). Existential theory, emphasizes
insight as an important precursor to an
individual's discovery of the meaning of life
(Frankl, 1959; Yalom, 1980). However, within
the framework of findings that meaning in
life reduces existential anxiety (Kesebir &
Pyszczynski, 2014; Pellens et al., 2022), the
variable of meaning in life is prioritized over
existential anxiety. Kohut (1971) and Kernberg
(1975) argue that narcissistic personality traits
counter existential feelings of insecurity and
meaninglessness. Therefore, existential factors
are considered to be important variables in
the formation and development of narcissistic
personality structures. Within the framework of
these theoretical approaches, the research model
was constructed with the serial mediation model
in a relational process in which insight, meaning
of life, existential anxiety and narcissistic
personality traits follow each other In this
context, when considered from the perspective of
existential theory, understanding the predictive

| Universitas PsycHorocica | V.24 | JANUARY-DECEMBER | 2025 |

effect of insight on narcissistic personality traits
through the meaning of life and existential
anxiety is expected to enrich the literature on
the existential approach by proposing a testable
model.

Method
Research model

The mediation relationships were examined with
the serial multiple mediator variable model.
Within the scope of this model, total effects,
direct effects and indirect effects were evaluated.
In this study, the concept of prediction was used
in a statistical sense, and no direct inference
was made regarding the existence of causal
relationships between variables. The purpose of a
study using this model is to investigate the direct
and indirect effects of the independent variable
on the dependent variable and to examine how
the independent variable interacts with the first
mediator variable, which in turn interacts with
the second mediator variable and thus how
it ultimately relates to the dependent variable

(Hayes, 2017).
Sample group

The sample of the study consisted of 385
young adult participants. The average age of
the participants is 23.41. 37.4 % (144) of the
participants were male, 62.6 % (241) were
female. 10.1 % (39) had an associate degree,
84.4 % (325) had an undergraduate degree,
and 5.5 % (21) had a postgraduate degree.
Convenient sampling method was used in the
study. Participants in the study were young adults
aged 18 and over who volunteered to participate.
The sample size in the study was determined
according to the sample size calculations of
Yazicioglu and Erdogan (2004). In addition, in
order to determine the power of the study, the
post hoc power analysis conducted based on
effect sizes, margin of error (¢ = 0.05) and sample
size (N = 385) for correlation and regression



Furkan ONUR EkeN, MunaMMET EnEs Kava.

analyses showed that the statistical power (1 — 3
> 0.80) was sufficient for both tests (Faul et al.,
2007).

Measures
Insight Scale

The Insight Scale was developed by Akdogan
and Tirkiim (2018) in a sample of young adult
university students to determine the insight
levels of individuals (Mage = 20-23). The scale
contains a total of 20 items. These items are
located under three sub-dimensions: Holistic
View, Self-Acceptance and Self-Understanding.
The scale, which was developed in the 5-point
Likert type, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
The results of the exploratory factor analysis
showed that 45.24 % of the total variance
was explained. The confirmatory factor analysis

revealed goodness-of-fit coefficients as y* =
294.34, y* /df = 1.77, RMSEA = 0.053, CFI =
0.90, and GFI = 0.90. Cronbach Alpha reliability

value of the scale was calculated as 0.84.
The Meaning of Life Scale

The Meaning of Life Scale is a measurement
tool developed by Steger et al. (2000). The
scale consists of two sub-dimensions, namely
the existing meaning and the meaning that
is being tried to be found, and there are a
total of 10 items in these sub-dimensions. The
scale, scored between 1 and 7, was prepared
in a 7-point Likert structure (I = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The scale was
adapted to Turkish by Demirdag and Kalafat
(2015) in a sample of 322 university students.
In the study, exploratory factor analysis yielded
two dimensions that accounted for 68.2 % of
the variance. The goodness-of-fit coefficients
obtained in the confirmatory factor analysis were
calculated as RMSEA = 0.068, NFI = 0.93, CFI
= 0.95, GFI = 0.93, AGFI = 0.89, and RFI =
0.92. Reliability values for the entire scale were

calculated between 0.86 and 0.91 for different

groups.
Existential Anxiety Scale

The Existential Anxiety Scale was developed
by Yikilmaz (2016) in a sample of 781
undergraduate students with a mean age of
21.36. There are 25 items in total in the scale
ranging from 1 (does not reflect me at all) to 5
(completely reflects me). There are four different
sub-dimensions in the scale: meaninglessness
anxiety, death, isolation and freedom anxiety.
In the study, it was determined that four sub-
dimensions explained 32.75 % of the variance.
As a result of confirmatory factor analysis,

goodness of fit coefficients were calculated as y*
= 675.58, 1* /df = 2.49, RMSEA = 0.08, NFI
= 0.86, RMR = 0.08, CFI = 0.91, NNFI =
0.90, GFI = 0.82, AGFI = 0.83 and SRMR =
0.08. The reliability coefficient of the scale was
determined as 0.84.

Short Dark Triad Scale

The Short Dark Triad Scale is a measurement
tool developed by Jones and Paulhus
(2013) to measure the personality traits of
machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism.
The narcissism subscale was used in this study.
The subscale consists of 9 items. scored between
1 and 5, was developed on a 5-point Likert
structure (1 = strongly Disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). The Turkish adaptation of the scale was
conducted by Ozsoy et al. (2017) with 341
participants consisting predominantly of younger
adults. The result of the confirmatory factor
analysis was determined as x> = 708.38, x* /df
= 2.21, TLI = 0.79, CFI = 0.81, RMSEA =
0.06. The reliability coefficients of the scale were
calculated as 0.70, 0.79, and 0.79 for the sub-

dimensions.
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Data Collection

Informed consent was obtained from all
participants for inclusion in the study. Data
collection was conducted both in person and
online. Ethical approval for this study was
obtained from the Istanbul Beykent University
Publication Ethics Committee for the Social
Sciences and Humanities.

Data Analysis

The distribution of the data was assessed using
histograms, boxplots, z-values, and skewness
and kurtosis coefficients. Accordingly, the data
were organized by examining invalid responses
and outliers. Relationships between variables
were analyzed with Pearson correlation analysis.
Before the regression analyses, the assumptions
of linearity (Scatter Plot), independence of error
terms (Durbin Watson), normality of residuals
(Shapiro—Wilk), homogeneity of variances and
multicollinearity (Tolerance and VIF) were
tested (Astar & Giirig, 2019; Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2018). Estimates were obtained using
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. 95
% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals
were calculated with 5,000 resamplings. The
statistical power of the analyses was calculated
with G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007). Mediation
analyses were performed based on serial multiple
mediation analysis (Model 6). The mediation
effect was analyzed using the Process Macro 4.2
program (Hayes, 2017). The analyzes in the study
were made using the IBM SPSS [Version 25.0]
(IBM Corp., 2017).

Results

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Scales X 1 2 3 4 a
Insight™® 76.96 1 0.701
Meaning In Life® 46.78  0.377** 1 0.750
Existential Anxiety™ 56.83 -0.525%% -0.311%* 1 0.848
Narcissism™ 28,49  0.156%* 0.250%*% -0.287%% 1 0.721
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Note. " p < 0.05 " p < 0.01.

According to the results in Table 1, there is a
significant relationship between insight and the
meaning in life (r = 0.377, p < 0.01), existential
anxiety (r = -0.525, p < 0.01) and narcissism
(r = 0.156, p < 0.01). However, there is a
significant relationship between the meaning in
life and existential anxiety (r = -0.311, p < 0.01)
and narcissism (r = 0.250, p < 0.01). There is
a significant relationship between the existential
anxiety and narcissism (r = -0.287, p < 0.01).

Table 2.
Mediation analysis

95% CI

Model g V4 [LL.UL)
Total Effect 0.156 0.002**  [0.037, 0.166]
Direct Effect -0.048 0.406 [-0.107, 0.043]
Total Indirect Effect 0.205 [0.131,0.284]
Indirect Effect (Meaning in Life) 0.071 [0.030,0.119]
Indirect Effect (Existential Anxiety) 0.120 [0.062, 0.183]
Serial Indirect Effect (Meaning in Life and Existential Anxiety)  0.012 - [0.003, 0.24]

Note. F(2382) = 16.156, R’
=0.112;f = 0.13,p < 0.001.

Table 2 presents the standardized regression
coefficients for the direct, indirect, and total
predictive effect of insight on the mediating role
of meaning in life and existential anxiety in
the relationship between insight and narcissistic
personality traits. The regression analysis results
show that the mediation model is statistically
significant [F(, 382y = 16.156, p < 0.001]. The
model explains 11.2 % of the variance in the
dependent variable (R* = 0.112). The effect size

was calculated as f ~ = 0.13, which is close to a

medium level (Cohen, 1988).
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The analysis revealed that the total effect of
insight on narcissism was significant (8 = 0.156;
[0.037: 0.166]). The direct effect of insight on
narcissism (8 = -0.048; [-0.107: 0.043]) were
not significant. The serial mediating roles insight
and meaning in life (8 = 0.012; [0.003: 0.024]);
the single mediating roles of meaning in life (8
= 0.071; [0.030: 0.119]) and existential anxiety
(8 = 0.120; [0.062: 0.183]) were found to be
significant in the predictive effect of insight on
narcissistic personality traits.

Discussion

The research findings indicate significant
relationships among the key variables of the
established model. This suggests significant
relationships among insight, meaning in life,
existential anxiety, and narcissistic personality
traits.  Narcissistic ~personality traits are
characterized by grandiosity, entitlement, beliefs
about being special and unique, a lack of
empathy, exploiting others, entitlement, and
arrogant and brash behavior (APA, 2022).
However, individuals with narcissistic personality
traits have exaggerated and unrealistic positive
views of themselves (Campbell & Foster, 2007).
There are two main perspectives in the literature
on this topic. The first, called the ignorance
hypothesis, proposes that narcissistic individuals
fail to recognize that they possess narcissistic
personality traits and believe in the perceptions
that others view them favorably, resulting in
a lack of insight into their personality and
reputation. The second, called the awareness
hypothesis, argues that narcissists possess insight
into their personality and the way they are.
According to this view, these individuals
recognize that they possess narcissistic traits,
but this understanding is based on the
perceptions of others rather than their meta-
perceptions and self-perceptions (Carlson et al.,
2011). Accordingly, individuals with narcissistic
personality traits may engage in deceptive self-
evaluations and interpret external information
as positive self-perceptions (Morf & Rhodewalt,
2001; Paulhus, 1988). In fact, these individuals

may believe or self-evaluate their self-awareness
as a result of narcissistic tendencies, even though
neither is true. At least for subclinical narcissism,
there is no consensus in the literature on whether
narcissistic individuals possess insight into
their narcissistic personalities. While narcissistic
individuals, aware of their personality traits,
may define themselves as arrogant and view
themselves more favorably than others (Carlson
et al.,, 2011). Studies show that narcissistic
individuals are trained to self-enhance and
perceive themselves more positively (Grijalva &
Zhang, 2016). It is thought that the motivation
behind these individuals' narcissistic tendencies
may be their assumption that narcissistic images
can provide advantages in life (Hart et al., 2018).
A step further, according to Carlson's (2012)
study, narcissistic individuals with insight tend to
evaluate their narcissistic traits as desirable on an
individual level, though not socially. While they
may exhibit low performance in social dimensions
such as social adjustment and moral behavior,
viewing themselves as intelligent, resourceful,
and extroverted on an individual level may be a
determining factor in maintaining and increasing
their narcissistic traits (Campbell et al., 2002).
In this case, there may be a positive
relationship between narcissism and insight, as
individuals with narcissistic traits may tend to
use these traits strategically to gain gains in
life when their insight is sufficiently developed.
On the other hand, although the tendency of
people with narcissistic traits to see themselves
positively indicates that they have insight into
themselves in a sense, the fact that these
evaluations are more positive than the opinions
of other people or objective evaluations (Park
& Colvin, 2013) suggests that this insight may
be relatively limited (Carlson & Des]ardins,
2015) and does not sufficiently cover reality.
Although a negative relationship between insight
and narcissism might be expected, the positive
relationship found in the study may stem from
both the advantages of daily life and a false
sense of self created by unrealistic perceptions
of one's thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as
aware, goal-oriented, successful, competent, and
powerful. Therefore, while these results suggest
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that narcissistic personality traits increase with
increased insight, for the reasons mentioned
above, they also raise the possibility that true
insight may not actually exist.

According to the model established in
the study, meaning in life and existential
anxiety appear to mediate the relationship
between insight and narcissistic personality
traits. Accordingly, as insight increases, meaning
in life and narcissistic personality traits
increase. Conversely, as insight and meaning
in life increases, existential anxiety decreases.
While existential anxiety increases, narcissistic
personality traits decrease. Studies on the
relationship between insight and meaning in
life have shown that meaning in life is higher
in individuals with high insight (Newman
& Nezlek, 2019), while individuals with low
insight are reported to have lower motivation
to seek meaning in life (Klussman et al.,
2020). These findings are supported by studies
showing that insight and meaning in life
are related (Harrington & Loffredo, 2010;
Or et al., 2013). Additionally, meaning and
purpose in life are known to be an important
component of psychological well-being (Dahl &
Davidson, 2019). This suggests that individuals
with insight possess a fundamental motivation
and personal resources to mobilize to find
meaning in life. Another study reported a
relationship between the meaning of life and
existential anxiety (Shumaker et al., 2017).In
understanding the negative relationship between
insight and existential anxiety, the negative
relationship between meaning in life and
existential anxiety (Miller & Rottinghaus, 2014)
can provide an explanatory framework. Insight's
ability to develop greater understanding of one's
own behavior can be seen as a factor that
reduces existential anxiety while increasing well-
being (Czyzowska & Gurba, 2021). Accordingly,
it can be assumed that in individuals with low
insight, meaning in life does not develop, and a
related existential anxiety is experienced, while
in individuals with high insight, the acquired
meaning and well-being suppress existential
anxiety. According to the model in the study,
narcissism is positively predicted by meaning
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in life and negatively predicted by existential
anxiety. Studies reporting results consistent with
the findings in the model suggest that narcissistic
individuals may be associated with acquiring self-
regarding values in the external world, taking
on active roles in life with high self-esteem, and
finding meaning in life (Womick et al., 2020; Zhu
et al., 2021).

Although no previous studies have examined
the relationship between existential anxiety
and narcissistic traits, this relationship can be
explained through the negative relationship
between existential anxiety and meaning in
life. Given that meaning in life can be a
fundamental motivation for narcissism (Velji
& Schermer, 2024) and that this meaning is
often constructed based on extrinsic values
(Abeyta et al., 2016), experiencing existential
anxiety may lead to a weakening of this extrinsic
motivation and a decrease in narcissistic traits.
On the other hand, this negative relationship
between existential anxiety and narcissistic traits
can be interpreted by considering the idea that
narcissistic personality traits develop as a defense
pattern related to internal anxiety (Kernberg,
1975; Kohut, 1971). Thus, the active use of
narcissistic defense mechanisms can be explained
by the repression of existential anxiety. However,
it is important to note that the narcissistic
personality traits discussed in this study were
assessed using a measure that does not reach the
level of a psychiatric diagnosis, which contributes
to a more accurate interpretation of the findings.

Conclusion

The study found that meaning in life and
existential anxiety mediated the predictive effect
of insight on narcissistic personality traits..
This research, which aims to shed light on
the existential underpinnings of narcissistic
personality traits, suggests that existential
processes may be influential in narcissistic
personality traits. In conclusion, the findings
of this study are expected to pave the
way for new theoretical and applied research
on personality psychopathology and contribute
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to the development of existentially based
therapeutic interventions.

Limitations

The study was structured within a cross-
sectional approach, using a mediation model.
Furthermore, the study primarily focused on
young adults. Therefore, it is recommended that
studies be conducted using experimental models,
comparing diagnostic groups, and involving
clinical samples across different age groups.
Convenience sampling method was used in the
study, and the use of this sampling method can be
considered as a factor limiting the generalizability
of the results obtained. It should be noted that
the narcissistic personality traits discussed in
this study were evaluated in a sample that had
not reached the level of psychiatric diagnosis,
contributing to a more accurate interpretation of
the findings.

Theoretical and Clinical Implications

The research offers important insights into how
narcissistic personality traits can be shaped
through an existential perspective. In this
context, the study is believed to offer significant
contributions to illuminating not only the
outward manifestations of narcissistic personality
traits but also their internal psychological
functioning through a subjective approach. The
research results indicate that an existential
perspective may be particularly useful in the
formation, development, and treatment of
narcissistic personality traits. Adopting different
theoretical approaches when studying these traits
may be more beneficial.

Future Directions

The positive relationship between insight and
meaning in life and narcissistic personality traits,
and the negative relationship with existential
anxiety, are thought to be remarkable findings
worth examining in depth in future studies. It

is anticipated that evaluating the study in a
sample diagnosed with narcissistic personality
disorder will increase the clinical validity and
generalizability of future studies. Although it
was concluded that personality pathologies such
as narcissism can be explained by existentially
limited themes, it is thought that variables
may have mediating and moderating effects, or
that these traits may be shaped by different
mechanisms. Narcissism, on the other hand, can
be studied using different variables within the
scope of existential theory.
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