
The Spectrum of Narcissism

How Common Is NPD?

The term "narcissist" has evolved from psychoanalytic
theory (Freud, 1914) to modern psychology and pop
culture.

Today, it’s often misused to describe selfish or
arrogant behaviour, but true NPD is a diagnosable
condition.

Base Rate (DSM-5-TR, 2022): 0.5%–5% of the
general population
This means that in a group of 100 people:

0.5% prevalence = 1 in 200 people
5% prevalence = 5 in 100 people

Even at the highest estimate, only about 5 in every
100 people meet the clinical threshold for NPD—far
fewer than the number of people casually labelled
as “narcissists.”

Key Takeaways for Legal & Clinical Contexts
Not all difficult people have NPD – Many exhibit narcissistic traits but don’t meet diagnostic criteria.

Overuse of ‘narcissist’ dilutes its clinical meaning – Important to differentiate narcissistic traits vs. disorder.
Forensic Implications – A formal diagnosis requires comprehensive clinical assessment, not speculation.
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Narcissism vs. Narcissistic Personality
Disorder (NPD): Why the Distinction Matters

Not all self-absorbed behaviour is a disorder—true NPD is rare, but 
narcissism exists on a spectrum.

DSM-5-TR Diagnostic Criteria for NPD (Must meet
≥5 of the following):

Grandiose self-importance (exaggerates
achievements).
Preoccupation with fantasies of success, power,
or beauty.
Belief in being special/unique.
Requires excessive admiration.
Sense of entitlement.
Exploitative in relationships.
Lacks empathy.
Envious of others or believes others envy them.
Arrogant, haughty behaviours.

Narcissistic Personality Disorder:
The Facts

Healthy Narcissism – Self-confidence, ambition,
resilience (a normal part of personality).
Pathological Narcissism – Traits that cause
interpersonal dysfunction (grandiosity, entitlement,
lack of empathy).
Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) – A clinical
diagnosis requiring pervasive, long-term
impairment across multiple life areas.

Why Do We Use ‘Narcissist’ So Loosely?


