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Abstract: 
There has been a sustained interest in personality of politicians, in particular aversive personality traits 
such as psychopathy, narcissism and machiavellianism. To overcome the hurdle of limited acces when 
studying political leaders, it is argued that psychodiagnostic meta-analysis methodologies can be applied 
in combination with validated psychological instruments. In this study the focus will be on a hypothe-
sised narcissistic leader: Italy’s ex prime-minister Silvio Berlusconi. Using the Million Inventory of Di-
agnostic Criteria (MIDC) by Immelman (2004) as the at-a-distance psychodiagnostic meta-analysis tool 
to assess the overall personality, scales associated with narcissism will be compared to results on the well 
established Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI) to test the usability and relevance of an extended 
psychodiagnostic meta-analysis scale to specifically assess narcissism in political leaders. Results of the 
study verify that the ambitious scale of the MIDC, which is defined as the correlate with narcissism, is 
not sufficient to verify the presence of narcissistic traits, as hypothesised by expert-opinions. Implica-
tions of these findings are further discussed. 
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Introduction 

Narcissism in our political leadership has been in the spotlight the past years. Popular 
media has warned for the narcissism trap for American presidential frontrunners and the 
Republican candidate Donald Trump has already been labeled as a narcissist by an Ivy 
League professor and healthcare professionals (The Economist, 14.05.2015; Henry Al-
ford, Vanity Fair, 11.11.2015). European politicians haven’t been spared, with the likes of 
Nicolas Sarkozy and Silvio Berlusconi having received similar labels in the past. Freud 
(1950) already recognized the link between narcissism and leadership. Narcissists are 
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more likely to be seen as self-confident and outgoing by others, which are prominent 
characteristics in the perception of leadership (Lord, Foti & De Vader, 1984). In the fol-
lowing article we will illustrate the theoretical background of the study of narcissism in 
leadership and its hypothesized effects. Subsequently some attention will be given to the 
challenges in studying the personality of leaders in general, proposing psycho-diagnostic 
meta-analysis as a possible methodology to study narcissism in leadership. After discuss-
ing the article’s objectives, a case study of a hypothesized narcissistic leader is proposed 
to test the applicability of this methodology, specifically the case of Silvio Berlusconi, 
who’s personally will be assessed in the first study using the Millon Inventory for Diag-
nostic Criteria (Immelman, 2004). Moreover, the specific scale scores, especially for 
those scales associated with narcissism, will be compared to the results of a third party 
rating with a well-established narcissism measure using a similar methodology in the sec-
ond study. Conclusion and implication will be discussed.  

Some studies have indicated that, especially in the contemporary individualistic west-
ern societies, narcissistic characteristics have become increasingly valued (Foster, Camp-
bell & Twenge, 2003; Twenge, Kontrath, Foster, Campbell & Bushman, 2008). Coupled 
with the finding that we choose leaders who look most ‘leaderlike’ (Hogan, Curphy & 
Hogan, 1994) it is no surprise that it has been suggested that individuals with more prom-
inent narcissistic traits raise to prominent positions (Lasch, 1987). Interestingly, it is ar-
gued that there are both upsides and downsides to narcissism in our leaders and the im-
pact they have (Rosenthal, 2005; Nevicka, Hoogh, Van Vianen & Ten Velden, 2013). On 
the upside, narcissistic leaders have been described as leaders with bold vision, charis-
matic and innovative motivators (Galvin, Waldman & Balthazard, 2010; Deluga, 1997; 
Maccoby, 2000; Post, 1993). Looking at the downsides, narcissistic leaders have a leader-
ship vision which is synonymous with their own personal needs, rather than those of their 
constituents (Conger, 1997). Narcissists are more likely to self-promote and dominate 
(Hogan, Raskin & Fazzini, 1990) and more likely to employ their skills in deception, ma-
nipulation and intimidation (Glad, 2002) to secure their position. They display an air of 
dominance which inspires followers often to select the narcissist to lead them (Hogan et 
al., 1994; Gladwell, 2002, Post, 1986). It is suggested that some of the psychological un-
derpinnings of the problems associated with narcissistic leadership stem from (I) a feeling 
of inferiority (Glad, 2002; Harwood, 2003). These feelings would be so strong, that even 
taking credit for success and blaming others for failures can only temporarily alleviate 
them. Another suggested cause is an (II) insatiable need for recognition and superiority 
which is a method of coping for their feelings of inferiority (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). 
Narcissistic leaders have, usually, a very large assortment of means by which they can 
prove their superiority, like demanding unquestioning devotion and loyalty from follow-
ers, and embark on grandiose projects and indulge in conspicuous consumption (Post 
1993, Harwood, 2003, Horowitz & Arthur, 1988), at their worst, like for example former 
Iraqi head of state Saddam Hussein, turning to sadism and destructiveness (Glad, 2002; 
Post & Baram, 2003). A third cause might be found in (III) hypersensitivity and anger 
which manifests when grandiosity is threatened (Horowitz & Arthur, 1988). For example, 
a feeling of justification to commit horrific acts may arise. Steinberg (1991) argued that 
the Cuban Missile Crisis escalated at least in part because of the narcissistic hypersensi-
tivity of both Fidel Castro and U.S. president John F. Kennedy. Fourthly, (IV) a general 
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Lack of empathy is also associated as a cause. This trait is part of psychopathic pathology 
and is highlighted in Paulhus and Williams’ (2002) Dark Triad of Personality. Also, (V) 
Amorality is described; Narcissistic leaders may inevitably turn to immoral behavior that 
serve no political purpose, often overreaching in foreign engagement and inviting chal-
lenge (Glad, 2002); and lastly (VI) irrationality and inflexibility as well as (VII) paranoia 
are indicated, which is a trait that most narcissistic leaders share often destroy-
ing/rejecting their most loyal followers out of distrust (Glad, 2002).  

But, as mentioned before, not all aspects of narcissism are negative and some have 
argued that narcissistic leaders are not exclusively destructive or toxic. Post (1986, 1993) 
has argued that in specific historical contacts, a narcissistic leader might be a necessity, as 
sometimes an “ideal-hungry” follower is looking for a “mirror hungry” leader that can re-
solve division in society. Macoby (2000; 2004) even advocates the virtues of narcissistic 
leaders, being possible grand visionaries and innovators, getting the job done and charm-
ers. The term productive narcissist was used with examples such as Steve Jobs. Main 
qualities of these narcissistic leaders would be their ability to inspire a great number of 
followers and also a willingness to charme or convert masses with their rhetoric. They al-
ways keep the eye on the big picture (Rosenthal, 2005).  

There is a clear indication that narcissistic leaders can have negative consequences on 
those they lead, which warrants a heightened level of attention for this personality trait, in 
addition to the work that has been published on this subject. Moreover, it calls for a sys-
tematic approach to aid in the assessment of this particular trait in our leaders.  

However, there is an inherent difficulty in studying narcissism and differentiating it 
from normal or healthy self-confidence (Rosenthal, 2005). It has been found that over 
self-confidence associated with “constructed” narcissism can be seen as a positive leader-
ship trait (Chemers, Waterson & May, 2000). There are competing and sometimes contra-
dictory, definitions of narcissism, sometimes including normative self-confidence (e.g., 
Campbell, 2001), while others do not (e.g., APA, 2000). In addition to this, there is an 
even greater challenge when studying the personality of political leadership. 

Studying the Personality of Political Leaders 

In addition to the difficulties described above, there is an elemental hurdle in studying po-
litical leaders that has to be overcome, namely a lack of access to relevant data (Winter, 
2003). To counter this problem, psycho-biographers relied on biographical information, 
cross-checking it with factual information, to synthesise clinical diagnoses (for a review 
of the history of psychobiography, see Winter (2003). Others relied on the opinions of 
knowledgeable experts or a content analysis of spoken words (Winter 2003, Immelman, 
1998). To further assist these approaches, scholars developed standardized instruments to 
assess personality at a distance. Immelman (1993) developed an inventory based on Mil-
lon’s concept of personality that has frequently been used to assess various political lead-
ers (Millon, 1969, 1981, 1986a, 1986b, 1990, 1991, 1994, 1996; Millon & Everly, 1985). 
This methodology has been termed as psycho-diagnostic meta-analysis. However, since 
the main source of information in this methodology is analysis of communication from 
and about the subject, it would be more realistic to assume that the results from psycho-
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