Recent Innovations in Psychology
ISSN: 3041-8968

Volume 3, Issue 2, Spring 2026, pages: 32-47
recentpsy.com

The Structural Model of Narcissistic Tendencies Based on
Childhood Trauma and the Quality of Interpersonal Relationships
with the Mediating Role of Inferiority Feelings

IMSC. in Clinical Psychology, Qom Medical Branch, Islamic Azad

. s Xk
Razieh Hemmati University, Qom, Iran

Jamshid Rahimi |‘ PhD. in Psychiatry, Isfahan University of Medical Sciences, Isfahan, Iran

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), classified within Cluster B of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR), is characterized by patterns of
grandiosity, an excessive need for admiration, and a lack of empathy (Edwards et al., 2022).
This disorder manifests in two distinct forms: overt (grandiose) and covert (vulnerable)
narcissism, although many individuals display features of both patterns (Nelson et al., 2022).
Adverse childhood experiences, including sexual, physical, and emotional abuse as well as
emotional neglect, play a significant role in the development of narcissistic traits (Akbudak
et al., 2025). Epidemiological reports suggest that approximately 23% of children
experience physical violence, 36% psychological abuse, and 26% sexual exploitation
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(Spagnolo et al., 2026). A substantial body of research indicates that childhood maltreatment is
associated with various negative outcomes in adulthood, including personality disorders (Umar
et al., 2025). Specifically, childhood trauma has been linked to narcissism both directly and
indirectly through mediating mechanisms such as emotion dysregulation and perfectionism
(Kermanian et al., 2023).

In additon, the quality of interpersonal relationships plays a critical role in psychological
well-being. Individuals with vulnerable narcissistic traits often exhibit a strong desire for social
connection; however, defensive interpersonal patterns may inhibit the formation of stable and
supportive relationships (Safaeian et al., 2023). Inferiority feelings have been proposed as a
potential mediating variable linking traumatic childhood experiences to the development of
narcissistic tendencies (Walker et al., 2022). Experiences of childhood adversity — particularly
emotional maltreatment — can generate deep feelings of inadequacy that motivates individuals to
adopt compensatory strategies such as narcissistic self-enhancement (Bertele et al., 2022).
Nevertheless, previous research has rarely examined the complex interplay among childhood
trauma, interpersonal relationship quality, inferiority feelings, and narcissistic tendencies within
an integrated structural model. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the mediating
role of inferiority feelings in the relationship between childhood trauma and interpersonal
relationship quality with narcissistic tendencies.

Method

This fundamental research employed a correlational design using structural equation modeling
with a Partial Least Squares approach (PLS-SEM). The statistical population consisted of all
senior high school students in Kuhdasht city, Iran, during the 2024-2025 academic year. A sample
of 300 students was selected using convenience sampling, including 57% female and 43% male
participants. Data collection was conducted using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ),
the Quality of Relationships Inventory (QRI), the Comparative Feelings of Inferiority Index
(CFII), and the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI). Data analysis was conducted using PLS-
SEM, and The bootstrap resampling procedure (with 2,000 iterations) was applied to estimate
standard errors.

Results

Descriptive statistics indicated mean scores of 4.53 (out of 16) for narcissistic tendencies, 70.85
for childhood trauma, 157.30 for relationship quality, and 71.11 for inferiority feelings.
Correlation analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between childhood trauma and
narcissistic tendencies (r = 0.43, P < 0.01), as well as between inferiority feelings and narcissistic
tendencies (r = 0.30, P < 0.01). Significant positive associations were also observed between
childhood trauma and inferiority feelings (r = 0.48, P < 0.01) and between relationship quality
and inferiority feelings (r=0.57, P <0.01). However, the correlation between relationship quality
and narcissistic tendencies was not statistically significant (r = 0.06, P > 0.05). The PLS-SEM
results demonstrated an excellent model fit (R? = 0.97, R2ugjustea = 0.96, Q> = 0.27). Contrary to
the proposed hypotheses, none of the direct or indirect (mediated) effects on narcissistic
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tendencies were statistically significant. Specifically, the direct effects of childhood trauma,
interpersonal relationship quality, and inferiority feelings on narcissistic tendencies were non-
significant. Similarly, the mediating role of inferiority feelings in the relationship between
childhood trauma and relationship quality with narcissistic tendencies was not supported. The
only statistically significant paths were the predictive effects of childhood trauma (f = 0.89, P <
0.01) and relationship quality (B = 0.11, P < 0.01) on inferiority feelings, however these effects
did not subsequently predict narcissistic tendencies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that, contrary to theoretical expectations and prior empirical
evidence (e.g., Walker et al., 2022; Kermanian et al., 2023), inferiority feelings do not mediate
the association between childhood trauma, interpersonal relationship quality with narcissistic
tendencies. Furthermore, inconsistent with Adlerian theory —which conceptualizes narcissism as
a compensatory response to feelings of inferiority —no direct association was observed between
these two constructs.

Several explanations may account for these discrepancies. First, developmental factors may
be relevant; adolescents aged 15 to 18 years may not yet display fully developed or overt
narcissistic traits, as these characteristics often become more pronounced during adulthood.
Second, measurement limitations may have influenced the results; the Narcissistic Personality
Inventory (NPI) primarily assesses overt (grandiose) narcissism and may not adequately capture
vulnerable narcissism, particularly in adolescent populations. Moreover, the weak association
between grandiose narcissism and inferiority feelings may reflect defensive psychological
processes such as denial. Third, the relationships among childhood trauma, inferiority feelings,
and narcissism may involve more complex and potentially non-linear pathways. Other mediating
or moderating variables—such as shame, emotion dysregulation, or superiority striving—may
play a more substantial role in these processes. As suggested by Adler (1927) and Cekrlija et al.
(2023), inferiority feelings may lead toward narcissistic overcompensation, while in others they
may foster social interest and psychological growth. Finally, cultural and contextual factors,
including cultural norms surrounding the expression of narcissistic traits within Iranian society,
may influence the manifestation of overt narcissistic tendencies.

In contrast, the positive association between childhood trauma and inferiority feelings, as well
as the relationship between interpersonal relationship quality and inferiority feelings, aligns with
previous research (e.g., Tanzilli et al., 2023) and with Adlerian theoretical perspectives. These
findings highlight the importance of supportive interpersonal relationships in reducing feelings of
inadequacy among adolescents.

In conclusion, although childhood trauma and lower quality interpersonal relationships are
associated with increased inferiority feelings among adolescents, these feelings alone do not
appear to explain narcissistic tendencies in this age group. The hypothesized structural model was
not supported, underscoring the need for more comprehensive models that incorporate distinct
dimensions of narcissism (grandiose versus vulnerable) and additional mediating mechanisms.
Limitations of the present study include the relatively limited sample size, the specific cultural
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context, and the potential limitations of using the NPI with adolescent participants. Future studies
should employ larger and more diverse samples, examine additional psychological mechanisms
such as shame, perfectionism, and emotion regulation, and differentiate between grandiose and
vulnerable narcissistic subtypes.
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