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Abstract

When faced with self-threat, people often engage in self-protective reactions. Yet not everyone does. The extent to which self-
protection occurs, is thought to depend on people’s personality. We put this claim to test by considering multiple personality
traits from different content domains. In an experiment, participants (N = 1744) performed a bogus performance test and
received negative versus positive feedback. As an indicator of self-protective reactions, we assessed participants’ tendency to
question the validity of the test. We found that high self-esteem and high narcissism predicted stronger self-protective reactions,
particularly when these traits were assessed in the content domain targeted by the negative feedback. Contrary to our hypoth-
eses, the self-insight motive and mindfulness also predicted stronger (and not weaker) self-protective reactions. These findings

provide better understanding of the role that personality plays in motivated reasoning.
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Imagine failing at an exam, being rejected by a potential
partner, or being criticized by your boss. Such negative
feedback feels threatening, is part of everyday life, and can
entail major consequences such as reducing self-esteem
(Alicke & Sedikides, 2011). A self-threat occurs when nega-
tive information challenges, or contradicts a valued self-
conception (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999). In classic experi-
ments, participants took a bogus ability test and received
randomly assigned negative or positive performance feed-
back (e.g., Pyszczynski et al., 1985). But how do people
deal with self-threats?

Here, the self-protection motive—the desire to shield
oneself from threat—comes into play. The motive prompts
affective, cognitive, and behavioral strivings that counter-
act the self-threat to protect and maintain a positive self-
concept. Past research has revealed its relevance and vari-
ous form relevance across many contexts (Alicke &
Sedikides, 2009). A typical manifestation is to question the
validity of the test that underlies the negative feedback
(Pyszczynski et al., 1985). However, people also evaluate
the feedback provider as incompetent (Greenwald, 2002;
Smalley & Stake, 1996), interpret ambiguous feedback flat-
tering (Taylor & Crocker, 1981), take credit for successes
but blame failure on external factors (Campbell &
Sedikides, 1999), and deem traits more important after
positive but less so after negative feedback (Tesser &
Paulhus, 1983, for a review, see Sedikides, 2012).

However, what role personality plays in this context
remains unclear. To address this, we conducted a compre-
hensive, preregistered and highly powered study, using a
piloted experimental paradigm, and taking multiple per-
sonality traits from different content domains into account.

Personadlity Traits Relevant in Self-Protective Reactions

Because personality traits reflect characteristic ways of
thinking, feeling, and behaving (Johnson, 1997; Roberts,
2009), they should influence how people generally perceive
and deal with self-threat. Consistent with this idea,
research found preliminary evidence that self-esteem (e.g.,
Beauregard & Dunning, 1998), and narcissism (e.g.,
Smalley & Stake, 1996) strengthen self-protective reactions,
while other research speculated that personality aspects
such as the self-insight motive (SIM; Heine et al., 2024), or
mindfulness (Carlson, 2013) should weaken them.
Self-esteem and narcissism, both characterized by a
strong self-enhancement motive (i.e., desire for positive
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self-views; Alicke & Sedikides, 2009), should strengthen
self-protective reactions for two general reasons (Raskin
et al., 1991). First, they should increase the experienced
threat of negative feedback. Self-esteem represents overall
self-concept positivity (Rosenberg et al., 1995), while nar-
cissism involves a grandiose self-concept (Back et al., 2013).
If the self-concept is negative, then there is no positive self-
view to defend and feedback should be perceived as accu-
rate (Swann et al., 2007). Conversely, the more positive the
self-concept is, the more threatening the feedback and the
stronger self-protective reactions should be (Campbell &
Sedikides, 1999). The second argument is that people differ
in how they typically deal with negative feedback. Those
who habitually self-protect will end up with positive self-
views—including high self-esteem and high narcissism (e.g.,
Campbell & Sedikides, 1999). Consistent with this idea, the
self-regulation model of narcissism describes narcissists as
people who have a broad range of cognitive-behavioral
strategies to quickly and routinely ward off self-threat
(Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001).

In line with these arguments, initial research indicates
that individuals with high self-esteem (Beauregard &
Dunning, 1998; McGregor et al., 2009) and those high in
grandiose narcissism (e.g., Kernis & Sun, 1994; Morf &
Rhodewalt, 1993; Rhodewalt & Morf, 1998) have a pro-
nounced proclivity to show self-protective behavior and to
question the validity of a bogus test on which they (ostensi-
bly) performed poorly (Smalley & Stake, 1996). However,
there are limitations to these earlier studies. First, they mea-
sured self-protective reactions rather indirectly (Beauregard
& Dunning, 1998; McGregor et al., 2009) or lacked a con-
trol condition providing non-negative feedback (Smalley &
Stake, 1996). For only then can it be examined whether the
derogatory evaluation of the test occurs only after self-
threat and thus specifically serves to protect the self.

Second, previous research has neglected the domain-
specificity of both self-esteem (Shavelson et al., 1976) and
narcissism (Gebauer et al., 2012; Grosz et al.,, 2022).
Experiencing negative feedback should be perceived as par-
ticularly threatening if it clashes with positive self-views in
the threatened domain. For example, people who have
built their (narcissistic) esteem on their interpersonal skills
should be highly threatened by negative feedback on this
particular skill. Thus, pronounced self-protective reactions
should be observed among persons with high self-esteem,
respectively narcissism, in the threatened domain.

Third, the role of grandiose narcissism’s major subcom-
ponents remains unclear. The narcissistic admiration and
rivalry concept (NARC, Back et al., 2013) distinguishes
admiration (assertive self-enhancement) from rivalry (antag-
onistic self-protection). Given the self-protective nature of
rivalry, it should, in theory, be related to stronger self-
protective reactions. However, the more consistent predic-
tor of self-protective attributions after negative outcomes
was admiration in a recent study (Kraft et al., 2024). Thus,
both sub-components may be relevant for self-protection,

rivalry from a theoretical and admiration from an empiri-
cal perspective.

Whereas self-esteem and narcissism should amplify self-
protection, the two remaining traits of our investigation—
the SIM and mindfulness—are expected to attenuate self-
protective reactions. The SIM (also known as the self-
assessment motive) is one of the major self-evaluation
motives that shape how people select self-relevant informa-
tion and draw inferences about themselves (alongside self-
enhancement/self-protection and self-verification; see
Sedikides & Strube, 1997). The SIM reflects a desire for
accurate self-knowledge (Heine et al., 2024). People with a
strong SIM are thought to consider negative self-relevant
information as valuable (Gregg et al., 2011). Thus, they
should suppress their self-protective tendencies because the
potentially gained self-insight outweighs the threat of the
negative feedback (Sedikides & Strube, 1997).

Mindfulness is characterized by non-evaluative attention
to and awareness of one’s current experience (Brown &
Ryan, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 1994). Mindful people are highly
aware of their thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations
(Garland et al., 2015), which can help consciously recogniz-
ing self-threaten and thus avoiding automatic self-
protective reactions (Carlson, 2013). Unlike the SIM, mind-
fulness involves the tendency of only noticing thoughts and
affective states without judging or dwelling on them
(Hayes-Skelton & Graham, 2013). This allows mindful peo-
ple to experience aversive thoughts and emotions following
negative feedback as temporary events that require no
direct response. Supporting this idea, previous research
indicates that when recounting past self-threatening experi-
ences, mindful individuals display less defensive verbal
behavior than persons low in mindfulness (Lakey et al.,
2008). Accordingly, mindfulness should also go along with
attenuated self-protective reactions in response to negative
feedback.

The Current Research

This research provides the first preregistered test of self-
protection main effects and its personality moderators. We
hypothesized that bogus negative feedback would trigger
self-protective reactions (basic hypothesis). With regard to
personality moderators, we hypothesized that high self-
esteem (Hla), and self-esteem in the threatened domain
(H1b) would be related to stronger self-protective reac-
tions. Grandiose narcissism (H2a), grandiose narcissism in
the threatened domain (H2b), and narcissistic admiration
(H2c¢) and rivalry (H2d) were also thought to be related to
stronger self-protective reactions. Furthermore, we hypothe-
sized that the SIM (H4) and mindfulness (HS) would be
related to weaker self-protective reactions.

In a pilot study, we established an experimental para-
digm that triggers self-protective reactions. Participants
completed a test introduced as a measure of social sensitiv-
ity and received bogus negative or positive feedback on
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their performance. A critical decision was whether negative
feedback should be contrasted with positive or no feedback
in a control condition. Not providing feedback in the con-
trol condition would run counter the aim of experimental
studies to vary the manipulation as specifically as possible
(Chester & Lasko, 2021). Without feedback, it would be
unclear whether effects are driven by receiving negative
feedback or by receiving feedback per se. Positive feedback
in the control condition was the better control, as in this
case, only the feedback negativity was varying and could
thus drive the effect. Furthermore, given that positive self-
estimates are common (Alicke & Govorun, 2005), the posi-
tive feedback largely aligned with people’s expectation. The
results of the pilot study indicated that this manipulation
was successful. Those receiving negative feedback perceived
the test as less valid than those receiving positive feedback
(for details see the OSF).

In the main study, we extended the findings in four
ways. First, we tested whether negative feedback causes a
decrease in perceived test validity, compared with initial
perceptions after participants had only seen a sample item
of the test. Second, we considered additional manifesta-
tions of self-protection by allowing participants to (a) deva-
lue the competence of the researchers who conduct the
study and (b) to devalue the general relevance of the trait
social sensitivity. Third, we asked participants to evaluate
unrelated things (object ratings) to address the possibility
that negative feedback leads not only to self-protective
reactions but to general negativity.

Fourth, and most importantly, we investigated the per-
sonality moderators. To do so, we assessed each of the
described traits and tested whether they moderate the self-
protection main effect we found in the pilot study. We
assessed self-esteem in a standard, general fashion, and in a
domain-specific way in relation to the threatened domain
social sensitivity. For the domain-specific assessment of
narcissism, we relied on communal narcissism (Gebauer
et al., 2012), which seems appropriate given that social sen-
sitivity represents a trait from the communal care domain.
Although this operationalization was slightly broader than
a specific assessment of narcissism with regard to social
sensitivity, it had the advantage that a well-validated com-
munal narcissism measure exists.

Method

We conducted the main study following in-principle accep-
tance (https://osf.io/xt3q4). The approved preregistration
protocol, pilot study, codebook, supplementary online
materials (SOM), data, and analysis code are available on
the OSF (https://osf.io/s4af3)).

Sample

We conducted a simulation study to determine the required
sample size, as recommended in the structure equation

modeling (SEM) framework (Muthén & Muthén, 2002).
The simulation suggested that a sample size of N = 800
(n = 400 participants per group) would be needed to detect
differences in the SEM’s standardized regressions coeffi-
cient of AR = .27 between the two experimental conditions
with an alpha level of .05 and a power of 80% (for details
see SOM Section 1).

The final sample included N = 1744 participants (502
males, 1226 females, 16 neither female nor male) aged 18
to 89 years (M = 4791, SD = 14.80). Of these, 821
received negative and 923 received positive feedback (see
SOM Section 2 for exclusions). The sample was highly edu-
cated as 2% had no or a minimal formal degree
(Hauptschulabschluss), 16% had a medium-level degree
(Realschulabschluss), 38% had the highest school degree
(Abitur), and 54% held a bachelor’s or master’s degree.

Procedure

Data were collected online. The study design and procedure
were approved by the local ethics board. Participants had
to be at least 18 years old and fluent in German. They were
recruited from the German online panel PsyWeb (https://
psyweb.uni-muenster.de). The incentive for participation in
PsyWeb studies is individualized psychological feedback.

We implemented the same paradigm and cover story as
in the pilot study. The study was announced as an investi-
gation on personality and social perception. Participants
were informed that they work on a social sensitivity test
that is still being validated and that should be evaluated
after completion. After registration, participants completed
a pretest questionnaire that included assessments of per-
sonality traits and, after seeing a sample item of the test,
an assessment of initial perceived test validity.

Subsequently, participants completed 20 items from the
Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (eyes test, Baron-Cohen
et al., 2001) as the announced social sensitivity test (for fur-
ther details see the pilot study on the OSF). Participants
were then randomly assigned into two feedback conditions.
In a positive feedback condition, they were told that they
outperformed 80 percent of a validation sample, which
means that their social sensitivity is high. In a negative feed-
back condition, they were told that they were only better
than 20 percent of the validation sample, which means that
their social sensitivity is low (the feedback, which included
a visualization on a normal distribution curve, can be
found in the codebook on the OSF). After the test, partici-
pants completed a questionnaire that included the self-
protection measures and the object ratings.

At the end, they received individual feedback on their
perceived test validity, compared with the distributions in
our pilot study. To safeguard that everyone, including
those who aborted the study, knew the feedback was bogus
we sent an email containing this information to all
participants.
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Measures

Personality Measures

Self-Esteem. We assessed self-esteem with the German
version (von Collani & Herzberg, 2003) of the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The scale consists of
ten items (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”)
that were answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to
4 (strongly agree).

Self-Esteem in the Threatened Domain. To assess domain-
specific self-esteem with regard to social sensitivity, we
adapted the self-estimated social sensitivity measure from
the pilot study. Participants used a range-slider to estimate
their percentile in the population, based on a normal distri-
bution displayed above the slider (similar to the later pro-
vided feedback; see the codebook on the OSF for a
visualization).

As the other traits were assessed using personality scales,
we also included an explorative scale-based assessment of
domain-specific self-esteem (for details see preregistration
protocol on the OSF). The results of this measure are sum-
marized in the SOM Section 8 and aligned with the results
of the range-slider measure.

Grandiose Narcissism. We used the short form (Ames
et al., 2006) of the German (Schiitz et al., 2004) Narcissistic
Personality Inventory (NPI-16; Raskin & Terry, 1988), the
most popular unidimensional measure of grandiose narcis-
sism. It consists of 16 items, each presenting a pair of sen-
tences with a high- and a low-narcissistic choice.

Grandiose Narcissism in the Threatened Domain. As an indi-
cator of domain-specific grandiose narcissism, we measured
communal narcissism using the Communal Narcissism
Inventory (CNI, Gebauer et al., 2012). The scale is unidi-
mensional and consists of 16 items (e.g., “I am the most
helpful person I know”) that were answered on a scale from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry. To assess both major
subcomponents of grandiose narcissism, we used the
Narcissistic Admiration and Rivalry Questionnaire (Back
et al., 2013). The scale comprises the factors admiration
(e.g., “I am great”) and rivalry (e.g., “I often get annoyed
when I am criticized”) and consists of 18 items that were
answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly
agree).

Self-Insight Motive. We used the Self-Insight Motive Scale
(Heine et al., 2024) to assess the SIM. The unidimensional
scale consists of five items (e.g., “I want to know exactly
what my strengths and weaknesses are”) that were
answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6
(strongly agree).

Mindfulness. Altgassen et al. (2023) used ant-colony opti-
mization to select the best combination of items from the
eight most commonly used mindfulness scales. We used
nine items from their selected item combinations (e.g., “I
try to notice my thoughts without judging them”), so that
mindfulness can be assessed with high reliability in a well-
fitting unidimensional model (for item selection details, see
the preregistration protocol on the OSF). The items were
answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree).

Outcome Measures

Perceived Test Validity. As the main self-protection mea-
sure, participants evaluated the suitability of the eyes test
to measure social sensitivity on the six items we had
selected in the pilot study (e.g., “The test is suitable for the
assessment of social sensitivity,” for details see the pilot
study on the OSF). The items were answered on a scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Additional Outcome Measures. As a second self-protection
measure, participants evaluated the competence of the
researcher on six items (e.g., “I have no confidence in the
expertise of the researchers”), of which we finally selected
four items (see SOM Section 4). As a third self-protection
measure, we included six items that asked participants to
rate the importance of social sensitivity (e.g., “Social sensi-
tivity is a very important skill”). As a final measure that
cannot be utilized for self-protective purposes, we used an
object rating task (Rau et al., 2020), which allowed us to
test for a general negativity bias following negative feed-
back. In that task, participants indicated how much they
liked photographs of five nonsocial objects (e.g., a mug and
a hanger) with three items each (e.g., “I like this object”).
All items of the additional outcome measures can be found
in the codebook on the OSF and were answered on a scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Statistical Analysis

Analyses were conducted using the /lavaan package
(Rosseel, 2012) in R (R Core Team, 2020). For the basic
hypothesis, we used likelihood ratio tests to examine
whether latent means of self-protection outcomes and
object ratings differed between feedback conditions. In
addition, we estimated a latent change model to test
whether perceived test validity specifically decreased after
negative feedback compared with the initial evaluation
(McArdle, 2009; see SOM Section 7 for a visualization).
For the moderation hypotheses, we included personality
traits as predictors of the outcomes in SEMs (Figure 1 illus-
trates this for Hla). Predictions after positive feedback pro-
vided a “baseline” for trait-outcome relations unaffected by
self-threat, against which predictions after negative feed-
back were compared. As lower perceived test validities
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Bpositive feedback Perceived
Self-Esteem - Test Validity
Bnegative feedback
SE, || SE, || SE; || SE, SE,, VAL, || VAL, || VAL, || VAL, || VAL, || VAL,

Figure 1. Schematic Structure Equation Model for the Test of Hypothesis |a

Note. SE to SE,,: Items from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, VAL, to VAL4: Items from the perceived test validity, the model was estimated for
a multigroup setting with an invariant measurement model of the respective trait and the perceived test validity between positive and negative
feedback. A significant difference in the predictor effect (B) between positive and negative feedback indicates a relation of the trait to self-protective

reactions.

represented stronger self-protective reactions, more nega-
tive predictions of the perceived test validity after negative
compared with positive feedback indicated that the trait
was related to stronger self-protective reactions (as sug-
gested for self-esteem and narcissism).

We estimated separate SEMs for each for each personal-
ity trait and used a likelihood ratio test to compare two
models with freely estimated versus equality-constrained
regression coefficients across feedback conditions. A signif-
icant test indicated that a trait’s prediction was more nega-
tive (or positive) in the negative feedback condition,
suggesting its relation to self-protective reactions. To
account for testing the same effect on three self-protection
outcomes, we applied a false discovery rate correction
(Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). We finally combined all
traits that moderated self-protective reactions in a single
model to assess their incremental contributions (precondi-
tions for these combined models, including trait correla-
tions and variance inflation factors, are provided in the
SOM Sections 2 and 5).

Results

Preliminary analyses are available in the SOM, including
measurement models, reliabilities, descriptive statistics, and
correlations of the personality traits (Section 2), and mea-
surement models, invariance tests across feedback condi-
tions, and reliabilities of the outcomes (Section 3). Results
for the basic hypothesis are summarized in Figure 2.
Consistent with the pilot study, participants who
received negative feedback perceived the eyes test as less
valid than those who received positive feedback (d = —.84,
p < .001). We also found a significant difference in latent
changes between conditions compared with initial esti-
mates, x°(1) = 363.678, p < .001. Perceived test validity
slightly increased in the positive condition (d = .12, p =

.003), but substantially decreased in the negative condition
(d = —.89, p < .001), indicating a self-protective reaction
after negative feedback.

Similarly, participants who received negative feedback

evaluated the researchers’ competence lower (d = —.62,
p < .001) and social sensitivity as less important compared
with those who received positive feedback (d = —.19, p <

.001). The effect for the importance of social sensitivity was
smaller, possibly because lower importance ratings might
cause cognitive dissonance (Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959)
among PsyWeb participants who voluntarily invested time
to learn about social sensitivity. As a result, they may have
favored alternative strategies, such as questioning the valid-
ity of the test or the researchers’ competence. Finally, parti-
cipants who received negative feedback also rated the
objects more negatively (d = —.25, p < .001), suggesting
that negative feedback did not only cause self-protective
reactions, but also more negative evaluations in general.
Yet, this general negativity effect could not fully explain
reactions to self-threatening feedback, as this effect was a
lot smaller than those for perceived test validity and
researcher competence evaluations.

We then tested the moderating effects of personality,
with results summarized in Table 1. Our first hypothesis
was supported as global self-esteem (Hla) moderated
group differences in perceived test validity and the impor-
tance of social sensitivity. Domain-specific self-esteem,
measured via self-estimated social sensitivity (H1b), moder-
ated all three self-protection outcomes, with a noteworthy
effect on the main outcome perceived test validity (AR =
—.56, p < .001). In all cases, the moderation aligned with
the expectations, showing more negative predictor effects
of self-esteem after negative compared with positive
feedback.

Our second hypothesis was also largely supported.
Grandiose narcissism moderated all three self-protection
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Perceived Test Validity
5 5

feedback D negative . positive

Researcher Competence

Import. of Social Sens. Object Rating Task

wokk

pre test estimates post test estimates

Figure 2. Results of the Basic Hypothesis Displayed by Outcome
Note. Import. of Social Sens. = Importance of social sensitivity.

outcomes in the expected direction, both in its global (H2a)
and domain-specific (H2b) forms. Again, we found a partic-
ularly strong moderator effect of domain-specific narcissism
on the main outcome perceived test validity (AR = —.45,
p < .001). Distinguishing admiration (H2c) from rivalry
(H2d), only admiration moderated all outcomes whereas riv-
alry moderated none of them. This result indicates that
admiration, and not rivalry, drives narcissists’ self-protection
tendencies.

The self-insight motive (H3) and mindfulness (H4) also
moderated outcomes, but in the opposite direction from
what was expected in the hypotheses. As for self-esteem
and narcissism, individuals with a strong SIM evaluated
the test as less valid and researchers as less competent when
receiving negative feedback, compared with those with a
weaker SIM and compared with positive feedback.
Likewise, individuals with high mindfulness also had a
stronger tendency to evaluate the test as less valid and
social sensitivity as less important after negative feedback.
The results thus suggest these traits may enhance, rather
than attenuate, self-protective reactions, contradicting our
original hypotheses.

As we found a group difference for the object ratings
(see above), we looked at whether personality also moder-
ated this effect. However, no moderations emerged, indicat-
ing that personality specifically moderated self-protective
reactions—and not general negativity.

Finally, we estimated a combined model for each out-
come, including all personality traits for which we found
significant moderator effects. Domain-specific self-esteem
and domain-specific narcissism remained as key modera-
tors of perceived test validity (see Table 1, visualized in
Figure 3). For researcher competence evaluations,
domain-specific self-esteem and the SIM remained as signifi-
cant moderators. Domain-specific self-esteem and globally

assessed grandiose narcissism remained as moderators of the
importance of social sensitivity. These results highlight the
critical role of self-esteem and narcissism for self-protection,
particularly in their domain-specific expressions.

We also conducted three preregistered supplementary
analyses. First, we tested our hypotheses with classic linear
models using mean scores of the considered variables,
which produced comparable results to the original analyses
(see SOM Section 4). Second, we re-ran our original analy-
ses while controlling for covariates (performance on the
eyes test, certainty of the social-sensitivity self-estimate,
and prior test knowledge) and found that this did not alter
the results to a substantial degree (see SOM Section 5).
Third and finally, we included the personality traits as pre-
dictors in the latent change score model (see above) and
found the same moderator effects for latent changes in per-
ceived test validity (see SOM Section 6).

Discussion

The current research was the first preregistered, highly
powered test of the hypothesis that negative feedback eli-
cits self-protective reactions. We incorporated three
outcomes—perceived test validity, researcher competence
evaluations, and importance ratings of social sensitivity—
and consistently found support for this hypothesis, under-
scoring that self-protective reactions are a real and relevant
phenomenon (Nosek & Lakens, 2014). A practical implica-
tion for self-protection research is that the design, proce-
dure, and outcome measures, which demonstrated
invariance across feedback conditions, could serve as a
standard experimental paradigm for future studies.
Establishing standardized paradigms is central for a
mature cumulative science (Allen et al., 2017).
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Figure 3. Central Moderators of the Perceived Test Validity

Note. Participants’ individual data points are slightly moved in random directions to reduce their overlap; areas with the highest densities in both

conditions are slightly highlighted.

Most importantly, the results for the first time contributed
robust evidence linking personality traits to self-protection.
Regarding self-esteem, our results support the accumu-
lated preliminary evidence (e.g., Beauregard & Dunning,
1998). We expanded the theoretical basis by differentiating
between overall self-concept positivity and domain-specific
self-perceptions and found that people with a positive self-
concept in the particular threatened domain are prone to
self-protective reactions. The findings suggest a potential
downside to high self-esteem (which is typically considered
adaptive, Baumeister et al., 2003), as individuals may resist
negative information that challenge their self-views. Given
that people invest in domains where they feel competent
and even base career paths on these perceived strengths,
acknowledging the implications of negative feedback can
be highly crucial. Our results highlight that balancing self-
esteem maintenance with incorporating negative feedback
likely is a challenging task for many people (Crocker &
Park, 2004).

The results also support the often-suggested link of
grandiose narcissism to self-protection. A central claim of
the NARC is that rivalry drives narcissists’ self-protective
reactions (Back et al., 2013). Yet, our direct empirical test
indicates that this might not be the case, which parallels
recent findings (Kraft et al., 2024). Only the admiration
component consistently predicted stronger self-protection,
suggesting that rivalry may be better understood as a gen-
eral antagonistic tendency (Moshagen et al., 2018)—one
that is less directly tied to self-threat responses. In contrast,
the domain-specific narcissism measure demonstrated a
strong moderator effect, highlighting that the content-wise
differentiation of the narcissism construct is a fruitful
approach (Gebauer et al., 2012; Grosz et al., 2022).

For the remaining two traits, the SIM and mindfulness, we
initially expected an attenuation of self-protective reactions.
Individuals with a strong SIM are believed to place high value
on negative self-relevant information, which should, in theory,
reduce their tendency toward self-protection. Contrary to
these expectations, however, individuals with a strong SIM
showed more self-protection. This finding may explain why
individuals with a strong SIM do not have more accurate
self-perceptions compared with those with a weaker SIM
(Heine et al., 2024). Even those motivated by self-insight
may struggle to achieve greater self-knowledge because, like
others—and potentially even more so—they engage in
self-protection when confronted with self-threats.

Similarly, we anticipated that mindfulness would reduce
self-protection, as mindfulness is thought to help people
perceive negative feedback as a transient event that does
not require immediate defense. However, our results again
contradicted these expectations, as mindful individuals
showed stronger self-protective reactions. A likely explana-
tion for this lies in the conceptualization of mindfulness as
an ability (Bishop et al., 2004), which is assessed through
self-reports (e.g., Baer et al., 2004). Yet, self-reports are
often not valid measures of abilities (Zell & Krizan, 2014)
and may instead reflect a form of communal self-
enhancement in the context of mindfulness (Gebauer et al.,
2018). The present results on communal narcissism indicate
that communal self-enhancement fosters self-protective
reactions in response to negative communal feedback. As
mindfulness was positively related to communal narcissism,
this likely explains the relationship between mindfulness
and self-protection. These findings add to recent critiques
regarding the conceptualization and measurement of mind-
fulness (Altgassen et al., 2023). Future research could aim
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to develop valid mindfulness measures that are not based
on self-reports.

A strength of the current research is that it considered
all traits simultaneously that should in theory be linked to
self-protective reactions. The strongest and most robust
effects emerged for the domain-specific assessments of self-
esteem and narcissism, suggesting that these traits warrant
further in-depth investigation into the underlying mechan-
isms of self-protection and their relationship to personality.

This research also has practical implications. Self-protective
reactions, while sometimes helpful for maintaining a posi-
tive self-image (Taylor & Brown, 1988), can lead individ-
uals to reject highly self-relevant information, such as
feedback on maladaptive behaviors. In clinical settings,
such defensive tendencies may hinder the therapeutic goal
of achieving clarity (Grawe, 2004), especially in domains
tied to strongly positive self-views. This may shed light on
why some individuals struggle to gain insights necessary
for improving personal well-being or making therapeutic
progress. Addressing these tendencies could improve the
effectiveness of interventions, and outcomes for individu-
als resistant to self-reflection or behavioral change.

Limitations and Future Directions

In the present research, we focused on personality’s role in
self-protective reactions using a classic face-valid paradigm
that has been applied in similar versions. Still, other self-
evaluation motives—such as self-verification (Swann &
Read, 1981)—may have influenced perceived test validity.
For example, people with low self-esteem might have per-
ceived the test as particularly valid after receiving negative
feedback because that feedback aligned with their negative
self-concept. Even though the present findings are most plau-
sible driven by self-protection processes, future work should
clarify the exact ongoing psychological process.

Another limitation is that we only provided social sensi-
tivity feedback, which means that the results do not pro-
vide definite evidence on whether the domain-specificity
represents the underlying causal mechanism. Future studies
could systematically vary the domains in which feedback is
provided (e.g., social sensitivity and intelligence) and assess
corresponding domain-specific self-esteem and narcissism,
to determine whether they are consistently most relevant
for self-protective reactions in the respective threatened
domain.

Conclusion

The present research took an individual differences perspec-
tive on self-protective reactions, a research topic that has
thus far been studied almost exclusively from the perspective
of experimental social psychology. Building interactionist

bridges to the field of personality science can stimulate inter-
disciplinary research on motivated reasoning and motivated
social cognition. We hope that such integrative approaches
will result in a better understanding of how the interplay
between personal and situational factors shape behavior.
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